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  The topic of this thesis is the history of the institutional structure of the Singapore 
art world from 1935 to 1972. This thesis examines the social and historical conditions 
that shaped the Singapore art world and its institutions, revealing the institutional 
structure of the art world as one that was devoted to the production, reception and 
distribution of painting. These institutions, in their physical manifestations, include art 
societies, art academies, and government agencies concerned with art. But institutions 
also exist as intangible organising principles (beliefs and customs). Institutions of art, 
then, are diverse, ranging from organisations to discourses on art and aesthetic ideologies. 
Understanding the structure or function of these institutions of the Singapore art world is 
crucial in the production, distribution and reception of art. The production of art includes 
how types or categories of art forms produced are legitimated, the creative process of art 
making, and the production of artists themselves. Distributors consist of institutions such 
as art societies, and cultural agencies like the British Council and the Ministry of Culture. 
The reception of art comprises of how art is received and mediated by the art market, 
private patronage and mass media that influence receivers through the creation and 
legitimisation of categories, styles or schools of art.  Furthermore, mediation between the 
art world, and other spheres (political and literary spheres), provide insights into the 
history of art in Singapore and its institutional structure through the lens of the social 
history of art.  
Chapter one studies the institutional structure of the Singapore art world by 
examining the inter-dependent relationship between the SCA and NAFA. Negotiations 
between the Singapore art world and the sphere of literature are revealed by the 
 v
transformation of “Nanyang colour” derived from Nanyang Chinese Literature into a 
pictorial format. The synthesis of pictorial traditions (landscape, portraiture, still-life, and 
townscapes) with "Nanyang colour", transformed from a literary concept into an 
artistic idea makes visible the primacy of the aesthetics and traditions of painting. 
Chapter two examines the relationship between art and ideology through the Singapore 
Art Society and the British Council. It explores the role of cultural institutions in the 
production, distribution and reception of art through art discourses centred on painting. 
Chapter three focuses on the agency of artists and art societies whose competing 
manifestos make visible the dominant aesthetic conventions of the Singapore art world. A 
comparison between the acceptance and legitimisation in the 1950s of a new category of 
art, Batik Painting, vis-à-vis the rejection of artistic ideas that sought to undermine 
painting, serves to illuminate the operations of Singapore art world and its institutions 
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Tchang Ju Chi, Mile and Jena, 1939, oil on canvas, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 2.2 
U-Chow, Malay Girls, 1939, watercolor, dimensions unknown.      
 
Figure 2.3 
Nie Wenchie, Glorious Remains, 1939, woodcut, dimensions unknown. 
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The kawung motif, Tulis, cotton. 105.5 x 105.5 cm, Smend Collection. 
 
Figure 4.2  
Sekar jagad (Flowers of the Universe), Kain panjang. Tulis, cotton. 
Surakarta. 106 x 266.5 cm, Smend Collection. 
 
Figure 4.3 
The naga, Kain panjang. Tulis, cotton. 






Arabic inscriptions. Tulis, cotton. 
93 x 89 cm, Smend Collection. 
 
Figure 4.5 
Chuah Thean Teng, I Tell You a Secret, 1988, batik, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 4.6 
Chuah Thean Teng, Time for Milking, undated, batik, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 4.7 
Chuah Thean Teng, Hush-A-Bye, Baby, undated, batik, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 4.8 
Chuah Thean Teng, Sorting Fish, undated, batik, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 4.9 
Chuah Thean Teng, Sultan Mosque, Singapore, undated, batik, dimensions unknown. 
 
Figure 4.10 
Chuah Thean Teng, Feeding Chickens, undated, batik, dimensions unknown, Collection 
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Institutional Structures of the Singapore Art World: An Introduction  
 
 
Malaya is full of themes and subjects for painting, 
and artists are hence easily tempted to reach for 
their paints and brushes.1 
 
Marco Hsu, 1963 
 
Personally, I feel that in visual art, we should not 
limit ourselves within the confines of form and 
colour composition painted on stretched rectilinear 
canvases… We should not frame or limit art by 
rigid boundaries!2 
 
Cheo Chai Hiang, 1972 
 
Consider two works that were submitted for the 1972 Modern Art Society (MAS) 
exhibition. The first, Cheo Chai Hiang’s 5’ x 5’ The Singapore River (Figure 1.1), is a set 
of instructions mailed to the MAS from the United Kingdom for the exhibitors to draw a 
square, five feet in dimension, which was to cover both the floor and wall, bearing the 
title Singapore River.3 The other is a work by Seah Kim Joo who made his name 
producing Batik Paintings (Figure 1.2),4 a new category of art that was “pioneered” in the 
1950s by a Penang artist, Chuah Thean Teng.5 When the decision for selected works to 
be exhibited was made, Seah’s batik painting was accepted while Cheo’s Singapore River 
was rejected. The contrast in the fortunes of the two works submitted to the same 
                                                 
1 Marco Hsu, A Brief History of Malayan Art, trans. Lai Chee Kien (Singapore: Millennium Books, 1999), 
p. 71. 
2 Cheo Chai Hiang, “New Art, New Concepts”, Singapore Monthly Magazine, 1972, trans. Lai Chee Kien 
in Sabapathy and Briggs, Cheo Chai-Hiang Thoughts and Processes, p. 117. 
3 Cheo was a member of the Modern Art Society while Seah, who was not a member of the society, 
exhibited on special invitation. 
4 Batik Painting as a category of art employs traditional batik techniques and pictorial traditions, such as the 
pictorial format, and genres borrowed from painting (landscape and portraiture) in the place of traditional 
batik motifs. 
5 Art historians and art critics such as Michael Sullivan and Frank Sullivan recognise Chuah Thean Teng as 
the pioneer of batik painting. However, Penang-based artist Tay Mo-Leong has made similar claims as the 
pioneer of batik painting.   
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exhibition, which was organised by the most “avant-garde” art society in Singapore is 
historically significant because Cheo’s Singapore River was the first example an artwork 
that encapsulated the ideas of Conceptualism in the history of art in Singapore whereby 
the dominant ideals of creative practice in which painting had premier status was 
challenged.6 By reducing art to a set of written instructions, Cheo’s the Singapore River 
challenged the primacy of painting in the Singapore art world, and was thus rejected 
while Seah’s batik painting, which was already legitimised and “elevated” from “craft” to 
“fine art” by the time his work was exhibited, was accepted.7 The rejection of Cheo’s 
Singapore River by an art institution built on “avant-gardist credentials” exposed the 
aesthetic preferences of the modern as rooted in the practice of painting.8  
In the SeptFest forum organized by the Substation in 1995, art historian T.K. 
Sabapathy observed, “The very conditions that allow art to come into being … are 
themselves subjected to profound historical forces and shifts,” and that “Our supreme 
task is to understand these forces, their sources, their genealogies and their enforcements 
in all particulars, and through understanding, shape and direct them”.9 The topic of this 
thesis is the history of the institutional structure of the Singapore art world from 1935 to 
1972.10 This thesis examines the social and historical conditions that shaped the 
Singapore art world and its institutions, revealing the institutional structure of the art 
                                                 
6 The Conceptual Art Movement, which began in the 1950s focuses on the idea and process as opposed to 
the end product. For instance, some Conceptual works by Robert Barry and Yoko Ono exist only in the 
realm of ideas written in texts without actualisation in material form. See Conceptual Art: A Critical 
Anthology, ed., Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999).  
7 Batik refers to a process that uses dye-resistant substances (usually wax) on fabric. The origin of batik is 
unclear and it is found in North China, Africa, India and Southeast Asia.  
8 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), p. 14. 
9 Quoted from T.K. Sabapathy’s conference introduction at the Substation’s 3rd SeptFest 1995, SeptFest 
Forums: Space, Spaces and Spacing.   
10 The period of 1935 to 1972 is chosen because 1935 marks the establishment of the Society of Chinese 
Artists that played a critical role in the emergence of the Singapore art world, while 1972 was the year the 
Cheo Chai Hiang’s Singapore River was rejected by the MAS. 
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world as one that was devouted to the production, reception and distribution of painting. 
These institutions, in their physical manifestations, include art societies, art academies, 
and government agencies concerned with art. But institutions also exist as intangible 
organising principles (beliefs and customs). Institutions of art, then, are diverse, ranging 
from organisations to discourses on art, aesthetic ideologies, and art terminologies. 
Understanding the structure or function of these institutions of the Singapore art world is 
crucial in the production, distribution and reception of art, which was secured firmly in 
the domain of painting. The production of art includes how types or categories of art 
forms produced are legitimated, the creative process of art making, and the production of 
artists themselves. Distributors consist of institutions such as art societies, and cultural 
agencies such as the British Council and the Ministry of Culture. The reception of art 
comprises of how art is published and mediated by agencies, institutions, the art market, 
private patronage and mass media, all of which legitimises categories of schools of art.  
Furthermore, mediation between the art world, and other spheres (political and literary 
spheres), provide insights into the institutional structure of the art world through the 
lenses of the social history of art, and its implications for the history of art in Singapore. 
 
1.1 Inventing the Art World 
In a paper presented at the “Singapore Art Symposium”, held in conjunction with 
the Seni: Art and the Contemporary exhibition at the Singapore Art Museum in 2004, 
curator and artist Jim Supangkat questions the seemingly universal understanding of 
“what art is” in international exhibitions. Supangkat proceeds to highlight the term seni as 
a modern term for art in Bahasa Indonesia, which did exist in Indonesia’s more than 500 
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local dialects. “Seni” is a modern lexical invention that shares its etymology with another 
term, kagunan, which emerged from the hybridisation of Dutch and Javanese court 
culture at the end of the eighteenth century.11 Supangkat shows that the concept of “art” 
is contingent, and is neither neutral nor static. Terms like “art”, “artists” and “artworks” 
are revealed as historically contingent categories that emerged in the encounter with 
Western modernism.12 Societies outside the West such as those in Southeast Asia did not 
possess such categories before their own experiences of modernity emerged from 
interactions between Western modernism and local conditions.13 In Southeast Asia, the 
concept of “art” and “artworks” are elusive, broad and (based on understandings of art) 
bounded by social and religious conditions, such as the Balinese offerings made from 
ephemeral materials like fruits, sweet meats and flowers symbolic of the Balinese 
understanding of the cosmos. In a similar vein, Craig Clunas points out how terms like 
“Chinese Art” and ‘Japanese Art” are recent inventions.14 The Japanese language had no 
noun for “art” until the nineteenth century and the grouping of painting, sculpture, and 
calligraphy as objects “constituting the same field of inquiry” was non-existent before the 
nineteenth century in China.15 Similarly, the notion of the “artist” as a single person 
engaged in creative work to make an artwork cannot be generalised to all societies. The 
                                                 
11 Jim Supangkat, Untitled. Paper presented at conference held in conjunction with Seni 2004. 
12 The term “Western” is conceived in terms of Europe and America.  
13 Jim Supangkat is one of the proponents of the idea that there exist many different forms of modernisms 
outside the West. Supangkat’s theory of multimodernity attempts to “recontextualise” modernism based on 
pluralist principles whereby different forms and accents of modernisms exist outside the West. See Jim 
Supangkat, Indonesian Modern Art and Beyond (Jakarta: Indonesia Fine Arts Foundation, 1997), and Jim 
Supangkat, “The Emergence of Indonesian Modernisms and its Background” in Asian Modernisms: 
Diverse Development in Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand (Tokyo: The Japan Foundation Asia 
Centre, 1995).  
14 See Craig Clunas, Art in China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
15 Ibid, p. 9. 
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making of traditional batik textiles in batik workshops is an example of how creative 
activity can be done by groups rather than by individuals.   
If art, artist and artworks are modern Western concepts, is the “art world” a 
Western invention as well? Cynthia Freeland singles out philosopher and art critic Arthur 
Danto for employing “an overly modern and Western notion of ‘art’ and supposing that 
all cultures have something like an ‘art world’ in which they actually theorise about 
art”.16 David Inglis and John Hughson argue that the institutionalisation of art did not 
occur in pre-modern societies as cultural production primarily served social, political and 
religious spheres.17 From Western modernity emerged the institutionalisation of art as a 
process that developed increasingly specialised sub-systems, each with its own separate 
social institutions oriented around a core activity.18 Therefore, the concept of an art world 
cannot be applied directly to all societies at all times if conditions for the 
institutionalisation of art do not exist. Art worlds also differ according to local contexts 
that give rise to different systems for explication and systems for institutionalisation.  As 
Arthur Danto argues, the making of art is construed as a rational action that can be 
explained by reasons”.19 The way these reasons are institutionalised defines the different 
art worlds which have evolved in different cultures. And these in turn give rise to 
different narratives under which the artists of those cultures live”.20  
Philosophers Arthur Danto and George Dickie have advanced different 
conceptions of the art world. Danto conceived “the Art World as the historically ordered 
                                                 
16 Cynthia Freeland, Art Theory: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 
57. 
17 Inglis, David, and Hughson, John, ed., “Thinking ‘Art’ Sociologically” in The Sociology of Art: Ways of 
Seeing (Basingstoke, Hants.: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005),  p. 16. 
18 Ibid., p. 24. 
19 Arthur Danto, “Introduction”, Beyond the Brillo Box: The Visual Arts in Post-Historical Perspective 
(New York: HarperCollins Ltd, 1992), p. 11. 
20 Ibid. 
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world of artworks, enfranchised by the theories which themselves are historically 
ordered”.21 For Danto, it is, to use his terminology, “the discourse of reasons” or theories 
existing in the art world that makes an object art.22 George Dickie, one of the chief 
architects of the Institutional Theory of Art, differs from Danto in his conceptualisation 
of the art world as a hierarchical structure of roles with the artist and public occupying 
the central roles while the producers, curators, museum directors, critics and art-dealers 
providing supplementary or supporting roles.23 It was the sociologist Howard Becker 
who pointed out that Danto and Dickie’s concept of the “art world” neglected to explain 
how institutional structure of the art world functioned.24 Becker’s sociological analysis of 
the art world system and its operations governed by its own conventions and rules, places 
emphasis on making visible “the ‘gate-keeping’ functions of institutions, persons and 
practices in the art world”.25 To add meat to the bones, Becker provides an organisational 
framework for the art world based on empirical studies as a network of people, “whose 
cooperative activity, organised via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing 
things, produces the kind of artworks that the art world is noted for” while allowing the 
possibility for different art worlds with no particular or fixed ways in which they operate, 
depending on the local conditions that shape the art world systems.26 Studying the 
emergence of the Singapore art world and its institutional structures therefore requires a 
                                                 
21 Mark Rollins, ed., Danto and His Critics (Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1993), p. 75. 
22 See Arthur Danto, “The Artworld”, in The Journal of Philosophy Vol. 61, 1964, pp. 571-584, and Arthur 
Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981). For 
a more complete collection and critique of Arthur Danto’s writings, see Arthur Danto, The Wake of Art: 
Criticism, Philosophy, and the Ends of Taste, Gregg Horowitz and Tom Huhn, ed., (Netherlands: Gordon & 
Breach Arts International, 1998). 
23 See George Dickie, The Art Circle: A Theory of Art (New York, N.Y.: Haven Publications, 1984). 
24 Howard Becker, Art Worlds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), p. 150. 
25 Inglis, “Thinking Art Sociologically” in The Sociology of Art, p. 27.  
26 Becker, Art Worlds, p. 5. For an understanding of how the Polish art world system differed from the New 
York art world due to a centralized art system controlled by the Communist party state apparatus, see 
Krystyna Warchol, “From East to West: Polish Artists in the New York Art World” in Larry Gross, ed., On 
the Margins of the Art World (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995), pp. 121-123. 
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more nuanced understanding of how specific socio-political conditions mediate the 
development of modern art systems and its mechanisms.  
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of the art world as a field provides a 
rigourous methodology to examine the Singapore art world and its underlying aesthetic 
conventions and rules. This study employs and adapts Bourdieu’s theory of the field of 
cultural production along three levels. First, the position of the art world vis-à-vis other 
fields like the fields of literature and theatre, and the field of power mediated by the 
ideologies of a society that is in turn shaped by given socio-historical conditions.27 
Ideology is defined as “a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class, group or 
communities” and articulates itself through “ideological forms” which includes: ideas, 
cultural values, religious beliefs and their embodiment in cultural institutions and 
artefacts.28  
Second, the structure of the art world contains its own particular logic, 
conventions and interests without being entirely sealed off from other fields. External 
forces from other fields can only have an effect of the art world through transformations 
in the structure of the field, mediated by the art world system with its own peculiar 
conventions and rules.29 The institutional structure of the art world is therefore conceived 
as a dynamic field always in the process of change – a calibrated autonomy that works 
according to its own system, mediating external forces according to it own rules and 
conventions. The “art world” as an institution encompasses a network of elements that 
                                                 
27 Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field trans. Susan Emanuel 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996), pp. 215-217. 
28 Janet Wolf, The Social Production of Art (London: Macmillan, 1981), p. 54. 
29 Jeremy F. Lane, “When Does Art Become Art? Assessing Pierre Boudieu’s Theory of Artistic Fields”, in 
The Sociology of Art: Ways of Seeing, Inglis, David, and Hughson, John, ed., (Basingstoke, Hants.: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). p. 37. 
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entail technologies (including not only physical materials such as paint and brushes, but 
also visual ideologies and art theories), which influence the reception of art by the 
receivers; the reward systems that determine the careers and status of artists; the 
distribution, display and reception systems (made of galleries, museums, audiences and 
the art market); and discourses which comprise writings on art and exhibitions.30  
Third, Bourdieu’s criticism of structuralism as overly deterministic at its extreme 
provides space for the agency of individuals (e.g. artists) within the art world.31  The 
structure of the art world is in a state of persistent “revolution” as a change in the position 
of an artist as one of the art world’s agents (e.g. an artist who creates a new position in 
the art world by “inventing” a new style of painting) might lead to a corresponding 
change in the art world’s structure.  The use of case studies involving specific artists and 
artworks will illuminate how artists have structured the Singapore art world through their 
agency.  
Caroline Turner observes in an exhibition review: “the development of modern art 
in those two countries [Malaysia and Singapore] is really the same history prior to the 
separation of the Federation of Malaya into the two nations of Malaysia and Singapore in 
1965”.32 To talk about “Singapore” as a clearly distinguishable geo-political entity 
disconnected from Malaya and later Malaysia, before Singapore’s independence in 1965, 
ignores the closely intertwined art histories of the two territories. Singapore has been 
related culturally, economically and politically to a larger entity, whether as part of the 
                                                 
30 On the various constituents of the art world, refer to Lawrence Alloway, Network: Art and the Complex 
Present (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI Research Press, c1984), pp. 4-6.  
31 For example, if a rich business, who has a lot of economic capital declares himself a painter, all his 
economic capital will count almost nothing towards gaining acceptance as a painter in the art world, 
because he does not have the techniques, training, and artistic knowledge that the art world requires for a 
painter. See Bourdieu, The Rules of Art, pp. 339-48.  
32 Caroline Turner “Asian Modernisms” in Art Asia Pacific Issue 17, p. 21. 
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Majapahit Empire in the fourteenth century, the Johor-Riau Sultanate before the British 
arrived or the Straits Settlements in 1826. As such, the “Singapore art world” has to be 
studied as a flexible concept in relation to larger cultural and political constructs like 
“Malaya” or “Nanyang”.33  
Geo-political categories like “Singapore”, “Nanyang” and “Malaya” need critical 
examination. The term “Nanyang” was used extensively in discourses of “Nanyang 
Chinese Literature”, which comprised of a group of writers who sought to describe the 
actual living conditions of the Nanyang Chinese in Malaya. According to Wang Gungwu, 
the term Nanyang Chinese refers to Chinese who had migrated to the Nanyang (the 
Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore Malaya and the coastal areas of mainland Southeast 
Asia), and had formed social, economic and political interests in the region.34 The 
multiplicity of terms used to describe this region bears testimony to its complex history. 
The Allies initially mooted the term Southeast Asia as part of their wartime strategy 
against the Japanese during the Second World War. Other terms used to describe the 
region include the Far East, Greater India, Further India, Cochin China, the Nanyang, 
Indochina, Nusantara and even Bumantara, the last of which was a term coined by S. 
Takdir Alisjahbana.35 An early use of the term “Nanyang art world” is found in a review 
written on the 1929 Singapore Art Exhibition, which was touted as “an art exhibition in 
                                                 
33 Kwa Chong Guan, “Relating to the World: Images, Metaphors, and Analogies” in Singapore in Derek Da 
Cunha, ed., The New Millennium: Challenges Facing the City-State (Singapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies, 2002), p.109. 
34 Wang Gungwu, “A Short History of the Nanyang Chinese” in Community and Nation: China, Southeast 
Asia and Australia (St. Leonard, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin for Asian Studies Association of Australia, 
1992), p. 11.   
35 See S. Takdir Alisjahbana, Bumantara: The Integration of Southeast Asia and its Perspectives in the 
Future (Jakarta: Center of Southeast Asian Studies, 1987), pp. 10-13. 
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the Malay peninsula that heralds the first ushering of the Nanyang art world”.36 The term 
“Nanyang art world” (Nanyang Meishu shijie) was employed by the Nanyang Chinese 
who imagined Singapore as the heart of the Chinese diaspora in the Southeast Asian 
region in tandem with the prevalent use of “Nanyang colour” in Nanyang Chinese 
Literature in the late 1920s and 1930s. The focus on Singapore as the intellectual and 
cultural centre of the Nanyang Chinese (huaqiao) in Southeast Asia was consolidated in 
the middle of the 1930s as writers such as Qiu Shizen proclaimed the independence of 
local Chinese literature from China by proposing the category of Malayan Chinese 
Literature.37 Writers such as Zeng Aidi and Yao Jinhong increasingly employed the term 
“Malayan art world” (Malaiya Wenyijie) in the creation of a Malayan Chinese 
Literature.38 Expressions of the “Nanyang art world”, and the “Malayan art world” are 
symptomatic of concurrent constructions of a regional world-view, which was 
increasingly narrowed to Malaya in the 1930s. However, this study will employ the 
“Singapore art world’ as a conceptual category that allows slippages between the distinct 
notions of the Nanyang or Malaya. This is because not only was Singapore imagined by 
the Chinese diaspora as the cultural and intellectual heart of both Nanyang and Malaya, 
the institutions that constitute the art world was also centred in Singapore.  
A cursory view of artistic activities and institutions in Singapore justifies the 
usage of the “Singapore art world” as a concept. From 1900 to 1965, a total of nine art 
                                                 
36 See Untitled, Xinzhou Ribao, 25/8/1929. The Youth Encouragement Association, which was formed in 
1920 by members who were mainly alumni of Duan Mong School, organized two art exhibitions in 1927 
and 1929 under the title of Singapore Art Exhibition.  Tchang Ju Chi was one of the main organizers for the 
1929 Singapore Art Exhibition noted for exhibiting paintings local subject matter. 
37 Wong Yoon Wah and Wong Meng Voon, “The Changing Identity of the Chinese as Seen in Singapore-
Chinese Literature” in Theresa Chong, ed., Social Change and Southeast Asian Chinese Literature (Manila: 
China Studies Program, De La Salle University: Philippine Association for Chinese Studies, 1989), p. 70. 
38 Zeng Aidi’s article titled “Cartoons of Malayan Chinese Literary Circle” published in 1936, formed part 
of a larger push towards a Malayan identity. 
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academies were established here, none on the other hand appeared in Malaya (Table 1.1). 
Nine art societies were formed and registered in Singapore, more than any in Malaya 
(Table 1.2). Forty-five teachers were teaching art in Chinese schools in Singapore alone 
compared to forty-eight in the whole of Malaya (Table 1.3). The number of visiting 
artists from China to Singapore, Penang and Kuala Lumpur gives an indication of how 
relatively significant these competing art centres were from an outside perspective. From 
1938 to 1941, there were twenty-three talks by artists from China compared to a mere six 
in Penang and Kuala Lumpur (Table 1.4). This demonstrates the intensity of art activities 
in Singapore, which underline the application of the concept of the art world in 
Singapore, and its institutionalisation. 
The historical construction of the Singapore art world entails an analysis of the 
local social and political conditions that shape it. The inclusion of woodcut as a medium 
for teaching in the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA or the Academy) is an 
example. Although NAFA was modelled on the art academies of Japan and China, which 
were in turn were modelled on the French Beaux-Arts Academies, painting constituted 
the heartbeat of the curriculum. The teaching and practice of woodcut was marginalised. 
However, it was incorporated into the Academy’s curriculum due to the Sino-Japanese 
War (1937-1945). The medium of woodcut was employed as an anti-Japanese 
propagandising tool to reach out to the Chinese population in Singapore and Malaya via 
popular media like newspapers and magazines. When the Japanese Occupation ended, 
woodcut as a subject at NAFA ceased.39 The inclusion of this was tied specifically to 
                                                 
39 The removal of woodcut as a teaching subject at NAFA did not mean that artists in Singapore ceased to 
make woodcuts. Artists like Tan Tee Chia, Chua Mia Tee, Lim Yew Kuan and Choo Keng Kwang 
continued make woodcuts after the war. For instance, a collection of woodcuts by artists in Singapore and 
Malaya was published in 1955. See Ho Kah Leong and Ong Yih eds., Selection of Woodcuts and Cartoons 
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socio-historical conditions (related to the Sino-Japanese War). Even as art academies 
were derived from Euroamerican models, institutions of the Singapore art world and 
those of Europe and America are not equivalent as the socio-historical conditions that 
shape these art worlds differ. For this reason, the institutional structure of the Singapore 
art world and the conditions shaping the production, reception, and distribution of art 
requires scrutiny within wider social and political dimensions that are particular to 
Singapore.  
 
1.2 Filling the Critical and Historical Vacuum 
In the preface to a selection of writings on Singapore art, Sabapathy notes that the 
“persistent feature in the art critical field is the shallow knowledge of prevailing art 
writing here. It is all too conveniently assumed that art in Singapore, and for that matter 
South-east Asia, has not been discussed, has not been written”.40 Critical writings on art 
in Singapore do exist. Most importantly, existing writings have not been historicized. An 
appraisal of current discourse on art in Singapore will serve to show how critical histories 
of art in Singapore that illuminate the conditions that shaped the emergence and 
development of the Singapore art world can be written.41 
                                                                                                                                                 
by Singapore and Malayan Artists (Singapore: Life Society Publishers, 1955). For a history of woodcuts 
and cartoons, refer to Lim Cheng Tju, “Chinese Cartoons in Singapore: Images of Politics, Polarity and 
Plurality”. M.A. thesis, National University of Singapore, 2003 and Joyce Fan, “Social Commentary in 
Prints During the 1950s and Early 1960s”. M.A. thesis, Pratt Institute, 2000. 
40 Liu Kang and Ho Ho Ying, Re-Connecting: Selected Writings on Singapore Art and Criticism, ed., T.K. 
Sabapathy, trans. Cheo Chai Hiang (Singapore: Institute of Contemporary Arts Singapore, 2005), p. viii. 
41 See T.K. Sabapathy, “Forty Years and After: The Nanyang Artists, Remarks on Art and History” 
Architectural Journal: School of Architecture, NUS, 1987, pp.12-26 for an argument of how critical 
histories of Singapore art can be written. 
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Early writings on art appeared in Chinese magazines and newspaper supplements 
under the wider rubric of culture.42 Particularly important were Chinese literary 
supplements or fukans like Huang Di, Geng Yun, Ren Jian, and Shi Dai Pao, which 
lasted for brief periods of one to two years during colonial rule. These supplements 
provided important distribution outlets for artists to reach out to the publics, particularly 
the woodcut artists, as the printed media was especially suited for this medium.    
However, as these fukans were perceived as a threat to British colonial rule, most of them 
stopped publication when their publishing licenses were not renewed.43  
If Nora Taylor’s observation that “Southeast Asian artists, rather than art 
historians, have been undertaking the task of writing and re-writing art history”, is 
accurate, the implications of how artists have intervened in the construction of histories 
of art requires more scholarly attention.44 In Singapore, artists such as, Liu Kang, Chen 
Chong Swee, Sunyee, See Hiang Tuo, Tan Tee Chie, Chung Chen Sun, Ho Ho Ying and 
Long Thien Shih have published critical writings on art that occasionally deal with art 
history as its object.45 Recent compilations and translations of the writings of these artists 
into English provide a more extensive body of knowledge on art in Singapore. 
                                                 
42 Short articles and essays on art can be found in a number of Chinese magazines such as The Cultivator, 
Prospect, Culture and Amusement, Jiao Feng, Shidai Pao, Equatorial Wind. Chinese Newspapers like the 
Nanyang Siang Pau and the Sin Chew Jit Poh had sections devouted to the arts.  See Fang Xiu, Xinma Hua 
wen Wenxue Daji (Singapore: The House of Literature, 1986) for a yearly account of Chinese literature, 
theatre and art activities from 1919 to 1978. 
43 Certain Chinese supplements were regarded as pro-communist or anti-colonial, and thus a security threat 
by the British. For example, Geng Yun was banned by the British. The publishers of these Chinese 
supplements resisted the attempts by the British to stop their activities by starting new supplements under a 
different person but essentially the same writers and editors. 
44 Nora Anneskey Taylor, “Writing Contemporary Southeast Asian Art History” in Southeast Asian 
Studies. Pacific Perspectives, Anthony Reid, ed., (Tempe, Arizona: co-published by Arizona State 
University and UCLA Asia Institute, 2003), p. 180. 
45 Artists like Ho Ho Ying, Liu Kang, Sunyee and Shi Xiangtuo have published books on their writings in 
Chinese. See Liu Kang, Liu Kang Wenji (Singapore: Educational Publishing Bureau Pte Ltd, 1981), 
Sunyee, Yi Tan Feng Yun (Hong Kong: Windmill Printing Co., 1965), and Shi Xiangtuo, Xiang Tuo Ju Gao 
(Singapore: Wan Li Shu Ju, 1989). 
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Amateur writers made significant contributions towards explicating Malayan art 
in the 1950s and 60s. Tony Beamish’s The Arts of Malaya laid the foundations for a 
history of Malayan art.46 Marco Hsu’s second edition of the Beauty of Nanyang expanded 
on Malayan aesthetics with a clearer direction towards a Malayan art as compared to the 
first edition published in 1950.47 Hsu’s most significant work was A Brief History of 
Malayan Art, originally published in 1963, covering broad aspects of Malayan culture 
including music, dance, drama, architecture and Malay crafts. The fine arts, mainly 
painting and sculpture, were given emphasis with coverage of artists and institutions such 
as artists groups, galleries and art schools. Hsu’s account of the Malayan art up to the 
early 1960s provides an important resource for reconstructing the history of the 
Singapore art world.  
Scholars in recent years have made critical advancements towards the possibility 
of constructing histories of art in Singapore, a point re-affirmed by Sabapathy who states: 
“From my account, partial and fragmentary though it may be, it should be apparent that 
the conditions, materials, institutions, works and personages in the sphere of art exist in 
Singapore. They make up the context of art and are available for study”.48 Yeo Mang 
Thong’s Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore draws for its 
sources from newspaper articles in the Chinese media that provide information on 
institutions such as NAFA and art societies in the 1930s.49 Kwok Kian Chow’s Channels 
and Confluences sets out to narrate the history of Singapore art along institutional 
approaches, with insights into the operations of the art market, patronage, and art 
                                                 
46 See Tony Beamish, The Arts of Malaya (Singapore: Donald Moore Ltd., 1954). 
47 See Marco Hsu, The Beauty of Nanyang (Singapore: The Youth Book Company, 1959). 
48 T.K. Sabapathy, “Forty Years and After”, p. 26. 
49 See Yeo Mang Thong, Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore: 
Society of Asian Studies, 1992). 
 14
societies.50 Zhong Yu’s Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 provides a detailed 
account of art academies, societies, museums, mediums, and magazines with extensive 
data on activities such as exhibitions.51  
 Although scholarship on the histories of art in Singapore has made tremendous 
strides in recent years, studies on the institutional structures are undeveloped. This thesis 
seeks to redress this situation by inaugurating a study of the social, political and artistic 
conditions of the Singapore art world. The art world is, as Arthur Danto conceives the art 
world as, “the discourse of reasons institutionalised”. The discourse of reasons in any 
“given culture is a sort of language game, governed by rules of play”. A member of the 
art world is therefore one who has “learned what it means to participate in the discourse 
of reasons of one’s culture” by relying on texts which have recorded, documented and 
encoded trajectories critical to the reconstruction and understanding of what motivated 
these critical and historical discourses. This frame does not, however, exclude 
understanding the issues in other ways. Understanding what the institutional structure of 
the Singapore art world is, and how it operates, will reveal how the production, reception 
and distribution of art operates in the Singapore art world was firmly secured in the 
domain of painting. This thesis is cast as a monographic study, developed chiefly to the 
internalisation of the artworld in Singapore. I fully recognise that a more expanded base 
can comparatively include corresponding phenomena in the art worlds in the region of 
Southeast Asia. Such a scope would considerably enlarge the undertaking of this study 
and this is not envisaged in this instance. 
                                                 
50 See Kian Chow, Kwok, Channels and Confluences: A History of Singapore Art (Singapore: Singapore 
Art Museum, 1996), 
51 See Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 (Kuala Lumpur: Chung Chen Sun Art & Design 
Group Sdn. Bhd., 1999). 
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 Chapter two investigates the institutional structure of the Singapore art world by 
examining the inter-dependent relationships between the Society of Chinese Artists 
(SCA) and NAFA. Negotiations between the art and literary worlds are revealed by the 
notion of “Nanyang colour” and its transformations, derived chiefly from literature, 
represented in pictorial forms, thereby revealing the primacy of the aesthetics of painting. 
Chapter three examines the relationships between art and ideology via the Singapore Art 
Society and the British Council. This chapter explores the role of cultural institutions in 
the production, distribution and reception of art operates through discourses centred on 
painting. Chapter four focuses on artists and art societies as agencies, competing for 
dominance by issuing manifestos, thus making visible the dominant aesthetic conventions 
of the Singapore art world. The pre-eminence of the aesthetics of painting takes a 
particular turn in the 1950s with the appearance of batik as a pictorial medium, 






From Word to Picture: The Emergence of the Singapore Art World 1935-1945 
 
 
In the opening paragraph of the essay “History of Art in Singapore,” written in 
conjunction with the Window on Singapore Art exhibition,1 Kwok Kian Chow states: 
The date for the beginning of modern art in Singapore is often 
given as 1935 with the formation of the Salon Art Society (later 
known as Singapore Society of Chinese Artists), or as 1938 with 
the establishment of the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts. As 
Singapore was still primarily a migrant society in the first half of 
this century, the establishment of such associations and institutions 
amidst the general absence of a local tradition of painting and 
sculpture is an important indicator of the popularization of a new 
cultural practice. For art historical purposes, the period 1935-1938 
can be regarded as a chronological bench-mark for the beginning 
of modern art in Singapore.2 
 
Kwok is not the only writer to locate the genesis of modern art in its institutions. Art 
critic and curator Chia Wai Hon writes: “The birth of contemporary Singapore painting 
may be traced back to 1935, the year the SCA was founded”.3 But why should the 
founding of the SCA be identified as the marking of a new form of art in the story of 
artistic development in Singapore? As Sabapathy has pointed out, “It appears strange to 
claim the birth of a new art not in terms of a work of art or the issuing of an art-
manifesto, as is the normal practice, but the inauguration of a society”.4 Kwok and Chia’s 
silence on artworks or writings on art or both, raises two questions. First, was there an 
absence of writings on art for representing the birth of modern art in Singapore; and 
second, should the beginning of modern art be attributed to the founding of tangible art 
                                                 
1 “The Window on Singapore Art” exhibition was planned as a travelling exhibition to Hong Kong and 
seven cities in China in 1994.  
2 Kwok Kian Chow, “History of Art in Singapore” in Window on Singapore Art (Singapore: The National 
Heritage Board, 1994), p. 7. 
3 Chia Wai Hon, Singapore Artists (Singapore: Federal Publications, 1982), p. xi. 
4 T.K. Sabapathy, Remarks on Art and History, p. 26. 
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institutions (e.g. art societies), or can it be traced to intangible institutional manifestations 
of discourses? In this chapter, I will trace both these trajectories. Along the first, attention 
is drawn to the inter-dependent relationship between the SCA and NAFA and how they 
shaped emerging institutional structures of the Singapore art world from 1935 to 1938. 
along the second, I will track the origins of modern art as represented in discourses, by 
showing how “Nanyang colour” (Nanyang secai), also known sometimes as “local 
colour” (Difan secai), which was as a literary concept to begin with in the 1920s, was 
transformed into pictorial form through negotiations between the art and literary worlds. 
The emphasis here is to reveal the primacy of painting in the Singapore art world. 
 
2.1 Precursors to The Society of Chinese Artists and The Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 
(1920-1941)  
 
The founding of SCA and NAFA has often been proposed as marking the 
beginnings of modern art in Singapore. Were there institutions of art that preceded these 
two? Early artistic activities in Singapore and Malaya dominated by the Chinese. Reasons 
for this are rooted in history but it is not the object of this study. Its discussion can be 
found elsewhere.5 The emergence of art societies is extricable linked with Chinese 
voluntary organisations in British Malaya. These organisations were for a variety of 
“mutual aid” based on clan, dialect or territorial affiliations.6 Secret societies, in 
particular, provided the dual framework for “self-regulation” and contact between the 
                                                 
5 For an explanation of the dominance of the Chinese in pre-war art activities in Malaya, see Redza 
Piyadasa “The China ‘Connection’ in the Story of Modern Malaysian Art” in Art Corridor, No. 2, 2001, 
pp. 6-11.  
6 For a study on Chinese society in Singapore and Malaya, see Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 1-235. 
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Chinese communities and the colonial administration.7 With the gradual decline of secret 
societies in the early twentieth century and the concomitant complexity and scale of the 
Chinese in Singapore, there emerged specialised organizations such as commercial 
guilds, trade unions and art societies, which were responding to different kinds of social 
functions.8 The emergence of art societies breached rules of affiliations that governed 
earlier organisations. Members were accepted into art societies regardless of clan, dialect 
or territorial affinities and united largely by shared beliefs in the promotion of Chinese 
culture.  
  The concern for promoting and preserving Chinese culture and traditions arose 
amidst anxieties among the migrant Chinese intellectuals (such as writers, teachers, 
editors, artists) of locating and furthering creative practices in the Nanyang, which was at 
this time perceived as a culturally backward region. The first initiatives by the Chinese 
deal with and counter anxieties over cultural backwardness surfaced in the 1920s.  They 
were manifested by the formation of art societies. Zhong Yu’s Malaysian Chinese 
History of Art (1900-1965) (Malaixiya Huaren Meishushi), lists three of the earliest 
known art societies established in the 1920s: the Xinzhou Art Society (XAS), the United 
Artists of Malaysia, (UAM) and Nanxing Art Society (NAS).9 The XAS was founded in 
Singapore (1927) by artists like Wu Fuzhi and Ye Kaiji with the objective of promoting 
sculpture, music, Chinese ink painting, and Western art.  Although its existence was 
short-lived and the exact date of its closure is uncertain, it reputedly marked a milestone 
in cultural activities in Singapore. Established in 1929, the UAM or Nanyang Shuhua She 
                                                 
7 Besides secret societies whose activities were eventually curtailed due to their threat to security, other 
voluntary associations like bangs and huikuans that recruited Chinese along the same lines as the secret 
societies continued to legally exist after 1890. 
8 Maurice Freedman, The Study of Chinese Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1979), p. 83.  
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was based in Kuala Lumpur and promoted Chinese culture through traditional Chinese 
ink and brush painting, and calligraphy; “Western art”, conceived as oil painting, was 
marginally included.10 The UAM’s stated objectives included “the preservation of the 
culture of our motherland [i.e. China], an elevation and understanding of aesthetics, 
research into the arts of foreign cultures, publication of art magazines while remaining 
apolitical.”11 Shuhua Fouyin (The Sounds of Chinese Painting and Calligraphy), a 
monthly art magazine published by the UAM, covered an extensive range of issues, the 
most important of which was the introduction of artists to notions of aesthetics. 
Comparatively little is known about the NAS, which was formed in 1930. One of its 
more notable initiatives was the “Nanxing Art Society Members’ Art Works” exhibition 
in 1931.  
 Neither was NAFA the first art academy to be established in Singapore. Chen 
Bingzhen founded the Singapore Overseas Chinese Fine Arts School (SOCFAS) in 1922, 
which closed two years later. Smaller art studios also offered art education in the 1920s. 
The Rose Arts School (Meigui Yiyuan, RAS), set up in 1929, had significant numbers of 
students enrolling in its courses designed to fill jobs in the advertising industry. The 
Nanxing Fine Arts School, an initiative by the NAS, was established in 1931. The years 
1937-38 witnessed an unprecedented proliferation of institutions devoted to art education, 
such as the Bailu Art Academy (1937-38, BAA), Angel Art Academy (1938-, AAA), 
Xinan Art Academy (1937-38, XAA), Mengya Sigen Art Academy (1937-38), the Xihu 
                                                                                                                                                 
9 Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi, pp. 15-18. 
10 Kwok. Channels & Confluences, p. 14. 
11 Untitled, Nanyang Shang Pao, 5/9/1927. 
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Art Academy (1938-1941, XAA) and NAFA (1938-).12 A confluence of internal and 
external forces assisted the boom of art academies, the most important of which was the 
phenomenal growth of Chinese education since the adoption of guoyu (the national 
standard language) in 1917 as the medium of instruction in all public schools in China, a 
policy that was also instituted in Malaya.13 The demand for teachers, most of whom came 
from China, included the demand for art teachers, as art training was part of the 
curriculum in many Chinese schools. Local demand for teachers was met by a 
“southward flight of literary men” (fleeing) from the Japanese invasion of South China.14 
Domestically, concern for the state of Overseas Chinese education and culture led to a 
concomitant demand for schools and also allowed for more specialised forms of 
education, such as art academies. The emphasis on local education and culture coincided 
with the increase in the number of locally born Chinese, who had risen to 30 percent of 
the total Chinese population of Malaya, according to the census of 1931.15  
The existence of art societies and academies that pre-date the SCA and NAFA are 
intimations for widening grounds for prospecting the beginnings of modern art in 
Singapore.16 However, materials relating to these societies and academies have not 
survived sufficiently to enable advancing these grounds. I return to the founding of 
NAFA. With the exception of NAFA, all of the academies mentioned earlier were limited 
in terms of student enrolment and of curriculum. Their existence was short-lived. All 
                                                 
12 Yeo Mang Thong, “A Study of Art Activities in Pre-War Singapore (1937-1941), in Essays on the 
History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore, p. 165. 
13 . According to a report by the Director of education, there were a total of 329 schools, 28,411 pupils and 
1,295 teachers in Singapore and Labuan. See Purcell, The Chinese in Malaya, Appendix VI. 
14 Large numbers of literary men fleeing China to British Malaya prompted local authors like Luo-ting to 
pen the essay “An Objection to Literary Men Coming to the South to Avoid the Crisis in China” in 1937. 
15 Wong Yoon Wah et al., “The Changing Identity of the Chinese”, p. 68.  
16 One cautionary note is the broad use of the term “academy” in this study as many of these academies 
were small in their operations with few students. 
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save NAFA did not re-open after the war. Both the SCA and NAFA heralded something 
new in the period of 1935-1938. They secured sufficiently stable structures of aesthetic 
rules and conventions for institutionalising the emergence of the Singapore art world.   
 
2.2 The Emergence of a Singapore Art World: Its Institutional Structure and System 
(1935-1938) 
 
A confluence of forces shaped the development of Singapore art in the second 
half of the 1930s. As Kwok hinted, examining the overall period of 1935-38, as opposed 
to focusing on a singular art society or art academy, throws light on how institutional 
structures of the Singapore art world art and its systems emerged. In 1935, a group of 
artists living in Singapore who had graduated from the Shanghai Fine Arts College, the 
Xinhua Fine Arts Academy and the Shanghai University of Fine Arts got together over 
dinner (to meet one another) at a restaurant in Great World City.17 They were already 
established in their own respective fields and included art teachers in local Chinese 
schools, art editors of Chinese newspapers and advertising professionals.18 By 1935, the 
growth in Chinese education was followed by a concomitant increase in the number of art 
teachers in Singapore. Part of the purpose of the meeting was to discuss ways in which 
art could be promoted and the result was the decision to form the Societe des Artistes 
Chinois (sic), which was registered on 20 January 1936 (and henceforth, exempted from 
registration by the British administration). It was subsequently renamed the Society of 
                                                 
17 Artists present at the gathering include Lin Tian, Zhang Bohe, Chen Chong Swee, Tchang Ju Chi and so 
on.  
18 Members of the SCA who were already art teachers in Chinese schools include: Tchang Ju Chi, Chen 
Chong Swee and Zhang Bohe who were from Duanmeng School, Yeh Chi Wei from Chung Cheng High 
School, Zhang Jun Wen from the Nanyang Girls High School, Tchang Ju Chi and Dai Yinlang as art 
editors and Tang Youchu in the field of advertising.  
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Chinese Artists (Huaren Meishu Yanjiuhui, SCA).19 The SCA organised an impressive 
number of exhibitions, such as the “Fund Raising for the Motherland’s Refugees” (Zhenji 
Zhuguo Nanmin Shufazhan) and the “Fight for Freedom” (Wei Ziyouerzhan) exhibitions 
in 1937 and 1941 respectively, to raise funds in aid of China in the Sino-Japanese War. 
These captured the attention of the growing artistic community in Singapore and quickly 
established the SCA as the most prominent art society in Singapore.20  
Impressive as its activities were, it was not only the SCA’s exhibitions but also its 
role in the founding of NAFA in 1938 that served to further consolidate the Singapore art 
world. The story of NAFA’s founding centres on three personages: Yong Mun Sen, who 
proposed the idea of setting up an art academy to the SCA; Chen Quesiang, son of Tan 
Kah Kee (Chen Jiageng), who provided the funds through the Overseas Student 
Association of Jimei Academy; and Lim Hak Tai, who provided the expertise and 
experience for a new art academy given his previous experience in founding the Amoy 
Art Academy. The majority of NAFA’s teaching staff also held leadership positions in 
the SCA such as Tchang Ju Chi and Lim Hak Tai who served as the SCA’s President and 
Vice-President respectively.21 In addition, the two art institutions often co-organised art 
activities, and the SCA’s use of NAFA’s premises further cemented their already close 
ties.22   
                                                 
19 According to the Straits Settlements Gazette, the SCA was still registered as the Societe des Artistes 
Chinois in 1936 although See Hiang Tuo, who compiled the Society’s history, recorded a change of name 
to the Singapore Society of Chinese Artists on 17 Nov 1935. See the Straits Settlement Government 
Gazette, 22/5/1936, p. 1335. 
20 In the period from 1937 to 1941, 6 out of 11 exhibitions raising funds for China’s war against Japan was 
organised by the SCA. See Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi, p. 46. 
21 Lim Hak Tai, Gao Peize, Huang Baofang, Zhong Baimu, Chen Puzhi, Tchang Ju Chi and others were 
both teaching staff of NAFA as well as members of the SCA. 
22 The SCA moved into NAFA’s premises in 1939. 
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The relationship between the two art institutions (SCA and NAFA) extended 
beyond tangible cooperation, and herein lies the significance of the nexus between them 
setting them apart from other organisations. It is in particular juxtapositions such as these 
that we can demonstrate the accumulation of symbolic power, which according to Pierre 
Bourdieu is founded upon a dialectic of cultural and symbolic capital.23 Cultural capital 
concerns a form of knowledge and the possession of internalised codes that grant an 
agent in the world of creative practice access in deciphering artefacts in that domain. One 
of the ways by which an artist obtains cultural capital is through education at a 
prestigious art academy. Symbolic capital refers to the extent of accumulated prestige 
that allows a creative agent consecration powers accrued from knowledge and 
recognition.24 Having a renowned artist as one’s teacher or gaining membership into an 
exclusive art society known for its artistic excellence signal ways to accumulate symbolic 
capital. However, to understand the institutional structures of the art world in Singfapore 
first requires an understanding of how symbolic power was accumulated, possessed and 
finally transferred by the art systems that shape and directed it. 
   The objectives declared by the SCA provide insights into the processes by 
which symbolic power is corralled. These are: 
1. To research on art 
2. To develop artistic activities 
3. To raise artistic standards 
                                                 
23 Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic power is based on diverse forms of capital not reducible to 
economic capital, of which cultural and symbolic capital are particular important in the field of cultural 
production. 
24 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural production, p. 7. 
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4. To organize exhibitions by local and foreign artists consistently25 
Objectives one and two are general, often propagated by art societies before the 
establishment of the SCA. Objectives three and four, however, deserve further 
consideration. At first glance, the purpose of raising artistic standards among artist 
appears superfluous. Closer scrutiny shows otherwise. When the SCA was formed as the 
Salon Art Society in 1935, membership was restricted to graduates of the Shanghai 
Academy of Arts, the Shanghai University of Art and the Xin Hua Academy. As a result, 
the Salon Art Society was restricted to only ten or so members. Upon changing its name 
to the Singapore Society of Chinese Artists within the same year, its membership rose to 
forty coming from Singapore, Malaya, Hong Kong and Indonesia. These academies were 
modelled after the Beaux-Arts education system in France, with a curriculum including 
Western oil painting and an emphasis on Impressionist and Post-Impressionist styles, 
parallels for which can be seen in the progressive intellectual line espoused by the 
Modern New Art Movement in China, (after the May Fourth Cultural Movement of 
1919).26 But a question remains: Why was the criterion of being a graduate of only three 
Chinese art academies insisted upon as a requirement? Closer scrutiny of this question 
reveals how the SCA was in effect accumulating symbolic and cultural capital by 
positioning itself as an exclusive society (in terms of a restricted membership) and arbiter 
of artistic standards.   
                                                 
25 Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi, p. 29. 
26 Liangjiang High Normal School (modelled after the Tokyo High Normal School) was the first modern art 
school established in 1906 that taught oil painting through Japanese teachers such as Shiomi Kyo and 
Watari Hironosuke. Paris and Japan were the primary sources for the development of modern art in China. 
Refer to Appendix 2.1for a list of artists who went abroad and played an important role as teachers in art 
academies in China upon returning.   
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  Exclusiveness or exclusivity was a strategy used to project the SCA as an elite art 
society. Restricting membership to the graduates of only three Chinese art academies was 
consistent with the SCA’s object of raising artistic standards. The founders of the SCA 
initially envisaged the Society as a bastion for maintaining and raising what they 
themselves defined as “high artistic standards”. Restricting its membership exclusively to 
graduates from three prestigious Chinese academies guaranteed cultural capital, thus 
granting these artists the power of consecrating and legitimising what was to be seen as 
“good” or “bad” art. The small group of artists who actually graduated from the three 
Chinese art academies ensured a near monopoly of cultural capital by an elite and 
privileged group in the SCA. The decision to open the membership to artists who did not 
graduate from the three Chinese art academies was a pragmatic one as the growth of an 
art society depends partly on its strength in numbers. Even so, membership was still as 
applicants had to satisfy the “rigourous” standards of the SCA. This time, criteria for 
entry were erected in the form of an exacting and thorough procedure designed to 
safeguard artistic standards and moral integrity of potential members. According to Tan 
Tee Chie’s account of how he became a SCA member, artists seeking to gain 
membership had first to be recommended by an existing member who gave testimony to 
the prospective member’s character and integrity, to produce certificates as evidence of 
having graduated from an art academy, and to submit five artworks, and to  
pass an interview.27 SCA members recommending prospective members had to sign 
against their testimonies in the application form, reflecting the seriousness of the whole 
enterprise (Appendix 2.2). Members of the SCA were expected to be of exemplary moral 
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character as the prestige of the Society would suffer should any of its members be found 
to be dissolute. Artworks submitted by prospective members were assessed for artistic 
standards by prominent members like Liu Kang. The rigourous and disciplined manner in 
which the SCA conducted itself was reflected in rules that all its members had to adhere 
to. SCA members must not consecutively miss more than three monthly Society 
meetings, and all members were required to produce artworks for the SCA’s Annual 
Exhibition. Failing to meet these requirements meant expulsion from the Society.28 
Cultural capital was also accumulated through the periodical Yishu (Art), a supplement of 
the Sin Chew Jit Poh employed by the SCA to promote art through discussions on 
aesthetics and the use of art in China’s war efforts against Japan.29 Yishu was targeted at 
artists and students of NAFA and some of its articles on artistic standards influenced its 
readers. 
From its founding up to 1941, five Annual Art exhibitions were successfully 
organized by the SCA and have continued up to the present, only to be disrupted during 
the war years.30 Restricting the Annual Art exhibition to members was a means of 
ensuring the “high standard” of artworks displayed, which was guaranteed by the 
Society’s stringent and rigourous selection procedures, and thus projected an image of 
being the artistic par excellence in Singapore. The inclusion of Xu Beihong in the 1939 
and 1942 SCA Annual Art exhibitions by special invitation further cemented its status as 
                                                                                                                                                 
27 Tan Tee Chie recalled being interviewed by Liu Kang at Minri Huashi, Liu Kang’s own gallery. See Tan 
Tee Chie, “Pleasure on Discovering Our Society’s Early Exhibition Catalogue” in The Society of Chinese 
Artists 70th Anniversary: New Era, New Direction (Singapore: PCL Printers, 2005), p. 44. 
28 Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi, p. 29. 
29 Yishu first appeared in 1940, and ran nineteen issues. 
30 According to Yeo Mang Thong, the sixth Annual Art exhibition scheduled in December 1941 did not 
materialize due to the encroaching Japanese army. See Yeo Mang Thong, “The Society of Chinese Artists 
(1935-1941): The First Organizationally Complete Chinese Art Society in Singapore”, in Yeo, Essays on 
the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore, p. 41. 
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the most prestigious exhibition in the Singapore art world. During 1938-40, oil paintings 
formed almost half of the artworks displayed in the Annual Art exhibitions with 
watercolour and Chinese ink paintings coming in second and third respectively.31 The 
dominance of Western oil and watercolour paintings used for practical applications of the 
Western method of representation, emphasising on perspective, technical drawing and 
three-dimensional geometric projection reflected the high status Western painting. In 
tandem with the importation of Western technologies for the purpose of modernisation, 
Western realist oil painting techniques were received as vehicles of modernisation and 
“progress”, which   naturally made it the most “progressive” art society promoting 
modern art. Inaddition to the stringent entry requirements, the exclusive status of the 
SCA was personified by members like Tchang Ju Chi, Dai Yinlang, Chen Puzhi, Chen 
Chong Swee and Liu Kang, all of whom were regarded as prominent artists but also as 
intellectuals emerging from prestigious academies in China. Gaining acceptance into the 
SCA was immediately recognised as achieving of certain artistic standards. The SCA’s 
penchant for inviting renowned artists like Xu Beihong and Liu Haisu to exhibit, give 
talks and raise funds for the Sino-Japanese War raised the Society’s profile and status.32 
It was therefore, through these means that the SCA accumulated symbolic capital and 
secured a leading position as the most prominent art society in the 1930s. 
 Artists who held teaching positions at NAFA were highly esteemed by their 
students because only those who had qualifications from recognised art academies, and 
had already achieved recognition for their artistic practices were employed as teachers. 
Since many of the teaching staff at NAFA were also members of the SCA, induction into 
                                                 
31 Yeo, Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore, pp. 47-48. 
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the Society quickly became the barometer for success and the benchmark for the fresh 
graduates from the art academy. Tan Tee Chie, who graduated from NAFA in 1951, 
recalls his application as a SCA member in 1953:  
The Society of Chinese Artists and the Singapore Art Society 
(established in 1949) are two of Singapore’s biggest art societies 
although the Society of Chinese Artists was formed fourteen years 
earlier. However, the difference between the two art societies 
being that the former’s (the SCA) members having attained a 
certain artistic standard while the latter (the Singapore Art Society) 
has members who are not artistically inclined.33  
 
It is clear from Tan Tee Chee’s account that the SCA was an art society whose “members 
needed firm artistic foundation” where artistic standards are never compromised.34 
Huang Baofang, both a NAFA teacher and member of the SCA describes the direct 
influence of the SCA on NAFA students: “As the Society of Chinese Artists was situated 
on the second floor of NAFA, members and students often interacted, encouraged and 
learned from one another, established good relationships, and contributed to a conducive 
atmosphere for students to study art”.35 Although the SCA had taken significant steps in 
accumulating symbolic and cultural capital through its art activities, the close relationship 
between the SCA and NAFA also accumulated symbolic capital for both institutions. 
NAFA provided the SCA with a steady inflow of fine art graduates, most of 
whom were locally born, and who adopted the aesthetics and practice of painting that 
both the SCA emphasised through its exhibitions. The emphasis was on the practice of 
painting, as it is rooted in the aesthetics of Western painting. NAFA’s curriculum 
                                                                                                                                                 
32 Xu Beihong gave talks during the two times he came to Singapore on invitation by the SCA in 1939 and 
1941. Liu Haisu gave a talk in 1941 when he came to raise funds for the war in China. 
33 Tan, “Pleasure on Discovering Our Society’s Early Exhibition Catalogue”, p. 44. 
34 Tan, “Pleasure on Discovering Our Society’s Early Exhibition Catalogue”, p. 44. 
35 Huang Baofang, “Some Recollections of NAFA and Lim Hak Tai”, Nanyangmeishu zhifu linxueda, (The 
Father of Nanyang Art, Lim Hak Tai) (Kuala Lumpur: Malaixiya xueyuan yishuyanjiuzhongxin, 1991), 
unpaginated. 
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required students to major in either Western or Chinese painting as the model to follow.36 
In particular, the SCA’s focus on Western art was reflected and reinforced in the 
academy. Large numbers of the students veered towards specialising in Western art. 
Although the curriculum of NAFA included Western art (e.g. watercolour and oil 
painting), pastel drawing, Chinese ink painting, applied arts, sculpture and woodcut, an 
overwhelming majority of students (180 out of the 265 students from 1940 to 1960 or 
almost seventy percent) specialised in Western art (Table 2.1).37 Similar emphasis on 
Western art by the SCA and NAFA were demonstrated in the SCA Annual Art 
exhibitions where oil paintings and watercolours dominated. For instance, the 1938 and 
1940 shoes featured 348 oil paintings and watercolours out of the total of 437 artworks 
submitted (Table 2.2).  
The employment of “Western art” as an artistic category in the Singapore art 
world was thus a product of the art system instituted by the SCA-NAFA nexus.38 
Conventions relating to the hierarchy of mediums were highlighted by Zhen Qing, a 
journalist writing for Nanyang Shang Pau, in an article that appeared in the newspaper. 
As Zhen observes, the exhibition of artworks by NAFA students and teachers was 
presented according to medium with charcoal drawing at the bottom, followed by 
watercolours and finally oil paintings at the top, “as if telling us that studying Western art 
is a process that begins with charcoal drawing followed by the rest in the order 
presented”.39 The privileging of oil painting over other mediums revealed a European 
                                                 
36 226 students had graduated from NAFA fine art department from 1940-1960, with others specializing in 
pastel drawing and art education.  
37 From 1940 to 1960, out of the 226 students who graduated from NAFA, 180 or almost eighty percent of 
its graduates chose to specialize in Western art.  
38 “Western art” is a concept derived via nineteen century Japanese cultural discourses since 1907. 
39 Zhen Qing, “Pertaining to NAFA and its Art Exhibition” in Nanyang Meishu Zhuanke Shuaxiao Fuxiao 
Sanzhounian di Sanjie Biye Jiniankan (Singapore: NAFA, 1949), p. 36. 
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bias internalised in practice and in discourse, derived from the Beaux-Arts through the 
medium of the Chinese art academies NAFA was modelled after, revealing the 
conventions and aesthetic values of the Singapore art world. 
While the SCA perpetuated aesthetic conventions and safeguarded standards in 
the Singapore art world, it was NAFA that fostered opportunities for carerres in art, both 
as artists and teachers. From 1940 to 1960, fifty-two NAFA graduates specialised in art 
education, indicating prospects for those seeking employment as art teachers (Table 2.1). 
Former graduates like Lai Foong Moi, Chua Mia Tee, Tan Tee Chie and Lim Yew Kuan 
were among those who assumed teaching positions and developed their creative practices 
(Table 2.3). Furthermore, having teachers in the academy who were also members of 
SCA and who had exemplified high artistic standards effectively raised the social status 
of artists who could now graduate with recognised qualifications from NAFA (Table 2.4).  
The ability of NAFA to attract students to undertake art as a career attracted 
enough artists and art students necessary to support other aspects of the art world, such as 
the Straits Commercial Art Company that sold art materials to largely NAFA students at 
Stamford Road.40  
 The success of SCA in establishing itself as the arbiter of artistic standards could 
not have been achieved without its close connection with NAFA.The SCA-NAFA nexus 
firmly marked a distinct world of art in Singapore, a world mapped by a preferred 
aesthetic and claims to exemplariness. Painting constituted the pulse of this artworld. 
Although components that make up the artworld in Singapore such as academies and 
societies appeared before the 1935-38 period, they were desultory and transient. They did 
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not amass necessary symbolic and cultural capital to sustain an artworld as such. Having 
shown how the SCA and NAFA played crucial roles in the institutional structures of the 
Singapore art world, the question of when and how modern art began in Singapore 
requires explicating. In what ways do the artworld constituted by the SCA-NAFA nexus 
be seen as also a progenitor for the modern? The validity a question such as this has to be 
argued for. And so, it would be useful to step out of the domain of visual arts and look at 
a neighbouring sphere, namely the world of literature.  
 
2.3 Exchanges Between Writers and Painters: “Nanyang Colour” in the Literary World 
 
There is agreement among scholars on the significance of the 1919 May Fourth 
Movement for the development of literature in Singapore and the then Malaya, a 
development that sought to replace classical Chinese with the vernacular, challenging 
feudalism and imperialism while advocating science, democracy and equality. These 
ideas were adapted from Euroamerica via the May Fourth.41 Members of the literary 
world published articles written in the spirit of the May Fourth Movement in Chinese, in 
newspaper supplements such as the Singapore News, Literary Column, New People’s 
Daily and others.42 These writings of the 1920s have tended to be classified as Overseas 
                                                                                                                                                 
40 Established in 1947 by Tay Long, who was himself part of the first batch of NAFA graduates in 1940, 
the Straits Commercial Art Company played a crucial role in understanding what technologies in terms of 
the range of art supplies were available to artists in Singapore. 
41 For a more detailed account of how literature in Singapore and Malaya were “influenced” by ideologies 
and movements in China, see Wong Seng Tong, The Impact of China’s Literary Movements on Malaya’s 
Vernacular Chinese Literature From 1919 to 1941 (Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1978). See Wong 
Yoon Wah, Post-Colonial Chinese Literatures in Singapore and Malaysia (Singapore: Global Publishing 
Co. Inc., 2002), pp. 55-82 for a bibliographical survey of Singapore Chinese literature. 
42 According to Fang Xiu, literary magazines sponsored by the New People’s Daily and the Singapore 
News published literary magazines like South Wind and Star Shine respectively launched the Malayan 
Chinese New Literature Movement in the middle of the 1920s. See Fang Xiu, Notes on the History of 
Malayan Chinese Literature, 1920-1942, translated by A.W. McDonald (Tokyo, 1977), p. 4-5. For the 
impact of the May Fourth Movement on Chinese culture in Southeast Asia, see Yen Ching-hwang, The 
Ethnic Chinese in East and Southeast Asia (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 2002), pp. 167-169. 
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Chinese Literature. Writers that fall under this literary categorisation followed the 
Huaqiao pattern of migration, a pattern in which migrants from China sojourned in the 
Nanyang with the intention of returning to China, in which there was scant attention to 
the prevailing environment. Topics were also centred on China as if for audiences there.43 
This was the one impetus. There was another. 
The “Nanyangnisation” by which “local colour” or “Nanyang colour” was 
explicitly employed in Overseas Chinese Literature can be traced to 1927. “Nanyang 
colour” point to aesthetic ideologies propagated explicitly by the editors of Deserted 
Island (Huang Dao) as an attempt to: “introduce only the works with Nanyang colour into 
the literary world”.44 Prolific writers like Zhang Jinyan made emotive appeals to local 
writers in their prolific writings: “We must try to describe our life in Nanyang, to 
describe it boldly. If we can do so, Nanyang literature will shine with dazzling 
splendour.”45 The process of creating literary works with emphases on “stories with local 
personages, local scenarios and local themes” gained momentum with the launching in 
1929 of Literary Weekly, a supplement of the Nanyang Siang Pau. Zeng Shanti, its editor, 
declared: 
The sole aim of this supplement is to collect food and materials 
produced and made in the tropical region. We have no intention to 
look for precious stones to decorate the palace which is built with 
marble. We are sincerely trying to gather Nanyang’s literary 
writers and readers who are supporters of our Nanyangnisation 
                                                 
43 Wang Gungwu’s concept of the Huaqiao pattern of migration that was the dominant pattern of migration 
until the 1950s refers broadly to all Overseas Chinese, including the Huagong and Huashang and other 
professionals and intellectuals like teachers and journalists who promoted Chinese culture and a continued 
loyalted to the “Motherland” or China. See Wang Gungwu, China and the Chinese Overseas (Singapore: 
Times Academic Press, 1991), pp. 5-9.  
44 Wong Yoon Wah et al., “The Changing Identity of the Chinese”, p. 69.  Writers like Zhang Jinyan (1901-
81) advocated Chinese literature with local colour. 
45 Fang Xiu, Compendium of Malayan Chinese New Literature (Singapore: World Book Company, 1973), 
Vol. 1, pp. 119-121. 
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programme to build an iron tower of Nanyang literature with blood 
and sweat in the huge coconut and rubber plantations.46 
 
Zeng’s call for a “Nanyangisation programme” promoted the idea of including local 
themes, subjects, and the use of local languages and dialects in literature written in 
mandarin. “Nanyangnisation” became the rallying cry for writers who wanted literary 
works to respond to experiences and living conditions of Chinese communities residing 
in the Nanyang, thereby marking the beginnings of a sense of belonging for some writers 
who regarded this region, rather than China, as their home. However, the notion of 
“Nanyang colour” in literature was largely amorphous and indeterminate in the early 
1920s. The settings of stories were undefined, thus making distinctions between China 
and Singapore almost impossible. The term “Nanyang” was also utilized by writers in the 
early 1920s for referring to Java, Sumatra, Bali, Malaya, Singapore and other places in 
the region, known subsequently as Southeast Asia.47 
  Between 1927 and 1931, the “Nanyangnisation programme” came under the 
sway of Marxist thinking and influence, underlining the importance of class struggle, 
racial discriminations as well as social inequalities and disparities as forces that fuel 
creative practices. These matters were discussed in literary supplements like Lichee and 
Coconut Grove. For instance, writings like “Taking a Boat”, published in Lichee, the 
indigenous peoples’ perspectives of the Chinese and Europeans are projected. The 
Marxist and anti-colonial sentiments did not go unnoticed by the British, who suppressed 
the “Marxist influenced literature” from 1931 onwards, which led to the drying up of 
Marxist influenced literature from 1931 onwards.  
                                                 
46 “Literary Weekly”, Nanyang Siang Pau, 11/1/1929. 
47 Mo Yimei, Local Colour in Malayan Chinese Fiction:  A New Approach (1920-1937) (Bochum: 
Brockmeyer, 1992), p. 1. 
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 The politicisation of “Nanyang colour” in the literary world had repercussions on 
the Singapore art world between 1935 and 1938. Exchanges between the literary and the 
art worlds took place through intellectuals like Dai Yinlang and Tchang Ju Chi, who 
occupied positions in both spheres. Dai Yinlang was a Straits-born Chinese who went to 
China for his art education, and returned to Singapore in 1935. While in Shanghai, Dai 
was exposed to Lu Xun’s ideas on how art could be employed in the service of social and 
political changes.48 Dai joined the SCA upon his return, contributing cartoons to the 
Nanyang Hong Weekly before becoming the editor of the Sunday art supplement of the 
Nanyang Siang Pau, Wenman Gie, which promoted cartoons and woodcuts as “sister 
arts” in the service of society.49 In 1937, Dai was given the editorship of seven Nanyang 
Siang Pau cultural supplements, one for each day, including Jinri Yishu (Today’s Art) on 
Sunday.50 It was in Jinri Yishu, first published in 1937, that the influence of a highly 
politicised “Nanyang colour” inherited from Nanyang Chinese Literature, had a hand in 
influencing the Singapore art world. Dai proclaimed: “Woodcut and cartoons have 
become weapons the Chinese employ to resist the Japanese invasion of China, whose 
effectiveness can be compared to – Fighter planes, canons, tanks, and if not, at least 
bullets”.51  Straddling the domains of writers, artists and intellectuals, Dai bridged the 
gap between them, as he was both an editor of various arts supplements writing many 
critical essays on theatre and the arts, as well as an artist with the SCA promoting the 
need for art to facilitate societal progress through activism. In particular, woodcut became 
                                                 
48 For an account of Lu Xun’s impact of modern Chinses woodcut, see Li Yunjing, The History of Chinese 
Modern Print (Shangdong: Shangdong Renmin Chubanshe, 1996). 
49 Dai exhibited at the SCA Annual Art exhibition from 1936-38. 
50 For a list of cultural supplements under the editorship of Dai, see Lim Cheng Tju “Chinese Cartoons in 
Singapore, p. 55.   
51 Dai Yinlang “Discussing Subject Matter” in Wenman Jie, literary supplement of Nanyang Siang Pau, 
2/8/1936.  
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Dai’s choice medium to spread anti-Japanese messages with woodcut prints reproduced 
by the printed media such as newspapers and magazines. Dai wrote many essays 
promoting the wider use of this medium, employing his position as an editor to publish 
many woodblock prints, and essays supporting the medium in Wenman jie. Dai’s support 
exemplified his ability to slip between the literary and art worlds.   
 Tchang Ju Chi was an artist who drew cartoons for the Sin Chew Jit Poh’s 1929 
supplement, Fanxin, which was later, renamed Sin Kwang.52 After setting up his private 
studio, The Ju Chi Studio, named after him, in 1929, Tchang joined the SCA with two 
other cartoonists, namely Lin Daoan and Xu Junlian. In the 1939 SCA Annual Art 
exhibition catalogue, Tchang’s oil painting titled Mila and Jena was illustrated; it 
features two Malay women by the seaside (Figure 2.1). The woman on the right looks at 
the viewer directly with strength and dignity. The directness of her gaze engages and 
forces the viewer to acknowledge her presence. In the same exhibition, Chuang U-Chow, 
who was Tchang’s brother-in-law and also a member of the SCA, submitted Malay Girls 
(Figure 2.2), a picture depicting three Malay women. Compared to Tchang’s Mila and 
Jena, U-Chow’s Malay Girls look away from the viewer, and are merely portrayed as 
three women, without the intensity generated by the figures in Tchang’s painting. The 
naming of the women as Mila and Jena is also significant. For Tchang, the women are 
treated as active subjects with their own sense of identity, unlike U-Chow’s sitters that 
come across as mere motifs. Treating Malay women as active subjects involves an 
acknowledgement of the need to understand the Malays beyond stereotypes. Tchang, 
therefore, shows sensitivity for “Nanyang colour” as he captures the individuality of his 
representations and endows them with psychological presence and motivation. Mila and 
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Jena also exemplify seeing and representing ethnicities in particular and concrete terms 
rather than in stereotypes. 
 Tchang’s friendship with Chen Lianqing, a writer who was deeply involved in 
proposing “Nanyang colour” sheds light on his incorporation of “Nanyang colour” into 
his paintings.53 Chen, who was the chief editor of Coconut Grove, a Chinese newspaper 
supplement wrote:  
Ideologically, I have been under a certain pressure recently… I am 
dreaming of creating a kind of Nanyang culture; firstly, we should 
press for academic research in Nanyang culture and a local 
literature…54  
 
Interactions and exchanges between artists, who were also writers like Dai and Tchang 
and writers like Chen, are vital for transmitting “Nanyang colour” as a literary concept 
into the Singapore art world by the 1930s, and subsequently into a pictorial concept. The 
next task is to show how “Nanyang colour” was transformed into pictorial form by the 
Singapore art world.  
 
2.4 From “Nanyang Colour” to Nanyang Style 
 
Interactions between artists and writers exemplified the transfer of concepts and 
ideologies from one sphere to another. It is in this sense that the relay of “Nanyang 
colour” which was inaugurated in literature in the domain of art can be appreciated. 
Needless to say, transfers and relays are not passive but mediated. Sun Pei Gu, reporting 
on the Overseas Chinese Art Academy in a 1922 article in a Chinese newspaper used the 
                                                                                                                                                 
52 Yeo, “Artist Tchang Ju Chi”, p. 186. 
53 According to Fang Xiu, when Chen was the editor of Le Bao, he invited Tchang as the editor of the arts 
supplement of Le Bao, which folded after a few months. Tchang was also held in high esteem by other 
cultural workers such as Luo Weinan, Ma Dieying, Wang Songlu, Zhang Bifang and others. See Fang, 
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term “Nanyang art” (Nanyang Mei Shu) although he did not elaborate on the scope of this 
term.55 It was only in 1937 when Lim Hak Tai, the principal of NAFA, in consolidating 
his vision for the academy, injected an overt aesthetic dimension into the designation 
“Nanyang colour”. In doing so, he outlined four objectives:  
1. To spread the culture of our Motherland 
2. To provide a supplement to Overseas Chinese education 
3. To bridge and connect Eastern and Western art 
4. To create a Nanyang style56  
Objectives one and two express Lim’s affliction towards China and his declaration of an 
Overseas Chinese identity, the latter being a sentiment shared by a majority of the 
Chinese community in Singapore and Malaya in the 1930s. Of particular interest are 
objectives three and four which can be construed as transferring “Nanyang colour” into 
the Nanyang style.57 Although a broad framework to combine Eastern and Western 
aesthetics leading to the creation of  a Nanyang style was proposed, there are no 
surrounding texts by Lim stating exactly how this is to be achieved before the Japanese 
invaded Malaya in 1941.58 There are, however, anecdotal accounts by NAFA graduates 
such as Chung Cheng Sun (class of 1952-55) on Lim’s ideas concerning the Nanyang 
                                                                                                                                                 
Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese New Literature, p. 156, and Yeo, “Essays on the History of Pre-
war Chinese Painting in Singapore”, p. 188.  
54 Chen Lianqing, “Editor’s Note”, in Coconut Grove, June 24, 1930, unpaginated. 
55 Sun Pei Gu, Zhongjiao Xuebao, issue, 22. 
56 Lim Hak Tai, “Preface”, First Painting Collections of NAFA (Singapore: Nanyang Academy of Fine 
Arts, 1950), unpaginated. How Lim’s aims for NAFA, and his ideas regarding the Nanyang style changed 
from the initial four to six points in 1955 will be discussed in chapter two. See Lim Hak Tai, “Preface” in 
the Art of Young Malayans (Singapore: NAFA, 1955), unpaginated.  
57 Besides Nanyang Fengcai (Nanyang style) used by Lim Hak Tai, other similar terms like Nanyang 
Fengwei, and Nanyang Feng are also translated as Nanyang style to distinguish from Nanyang colour 
derived from Chinese literature. 
58 As Kwok Kian Chow and Chua Ek Kay argue, the idea of the “tropical climate” as “raw material” for the 
Nanyang style was only put to paper by Lim Hak Tai in 1946. See Kwok Kian Chow and Chua Ek Kay, “A 
 38
Style. Chung recalls, “He [Lim Hak Tai] always suggested to the staff and the students 
that the subject matter in their works should reflect the reality of the South Seas 
[Nanyang]. He emphasised that our work should depict the localness of the place we all 
live in”.59 Lim’s emphasis on “the reality of the South Seas” and the “localness of the 
place” may be esteemed as artistic ideologies for cultivating the Nanyang Style 
pictorially. As ideologies, they are comparable to the aims of “Nanyang colour” espoused 
by Zhang Jinyan who called for writers to describe life in the Nanyang and to write on 
“local” topics, characters, themes and environments.  
The ideological similarities between “Nanyang colour” and Nanyang Style are not 
fortuitous. As a member of the SCA and the principal of NAFA, Lim was a prominent 
figure in the Singapore art world. Tchang was the President of the SCA in 1940 and also 
taught Western painting at NAFA in the same year. Dai too was a member of the SCA. 
As such, it is feasible to envisage the transmission of “Nanyang colour” to Lim via 
Tchang and Dai. Lim’s contribution was in transforming a literary concept into a pictorial 
one which he termed as manifesting the new and the modern. The Nanyang Style set 
directions for the cultivation of modern art in Singapore as it enabled the creation of new 
visual languages and iconography expressing a shared iconography expressing the 
“localness of the place”. Topics in the Nanyang Style now included landscapes featuring 
villages (the Malay Kampung), mosques, temples, rivers, still-life consisting of local 
                                                                                                                                                 
Perspective on the Development of Ink Painting in Singapore” in Journey of Ink (Singapore: National 
Museum, 1993), p. 13. 
59 Paraphrased from an Interview with Chung Cheng Sun in Redza Piyadasa, “The Nanyang Academy of 
Fine Arts”, in T.K. Sabapathy and Redza Piyadasa, ed., Pameran Retrospektif Pelukis-Pelukis Nanyang 
(Kuala Lumpur: Muzium Seni Negara, 1979). p. 34. 
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fruits, and domestic utensils.60 Topics also featured rituals, festivals and other forms of 
daily work.61  
 
2.5 The Primacy of the Painted Image and Its Implications 
 
The transformation of “Nanyang colour” from a literary concept into the 
“Nanyang Style” representation of topics such as those mentioned above enable us to 
examine aspects of institutional structures of the Singapore art world. As shown earlier, 
the SCA played a vital role in shaping that world through its annual art expositions and 
its circulation of artworks. Between 1936 and 1940, the SCA categorised art in its annual 
exhibitions according to the following mediums: oils, watercolours and drawings, and 
traditional Chinese ink painting, woodcuts, and sculpture. Of the 49 works exhibited 
between 1936 and 1940, more than two-thirds were paintings (Table 2.5). The scale and 
proportion are merely statistical. They signify the preponderance of painting, a 
preponderance that qualify and defined the dominant aesthetic in the artworld in 
Singapore. That is to say, an aesthetic anchored chiefly in painting and the practice of 
painting.  
The Marco Polo Bridge Incident of 7 July 1937 marked the beginning of 
hostilities between the Japanese Imperial Army and China’s National Revolutionary 
Army. The Sino-Japanese War (1937-45) reverberated in almost all aspects of life, 
including the sphere of culture in the Chinese communities in Singapore and Malaya. 
                                                 
60 Besides the shared choice of subject matter, the Nanyang Style is also characterised by fusing the two 
traditions of the Paris School of Art and the Chinese Ink and Brush. See T.K. Sabapathy, Sources of 
Modern Art, (Singapore: Ministry of Education, 1986), p. 136. 
61 Ibid., p. 131. According to Long Tien Shih, the Nanyang style was not a conscious collective effort by 
the Nanyang artists. This author argues that although it is an overstatement to assume that the Nanyang 
artists collectively adhered to Lim Hak Tai’s ideas concerning the Nanyang style, Lim’s role in introducing 
the Nanyang Style, as an aesthetic concept cannot be ignored completely either. See Long Thien Shih 
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Resistance towards Japanese Imperialism was represented in literary and art discourses as 
well. The intention to utilise the arts and literature as weapons for “national salvation” 
was clear in the designated as the “Resistance Literature” (1937-41). In the sphere of 
theatre, the Malayan Chinese Drama Movement received a shot in the arm which led to a 
demand for performances with “South Sea Local Colour”.62 Plays like Waves of Anger 
written and performed by the Ai-Tong School Alumni Drama Group was praised for 
expressing the save-the-nation theme (nation here denotes China) by means of a local 
setting in a biscuit factory in Singapore.63  
Not withstanding calls for depicting “localness of place” and colour of the South 
Seas, at a deeper level, the abiding heartbeat of the resistance was China. Artistic 
activities in the world of art in Singapore in the form of art exhibitions show similar 
fixations on events in China. Records of fund-raising art exhibitions in aid of China’s war 
efforts, show eleven exhibitions organised by institutions such as SCA and NAFA and 
individual artists such as Shi Xiangtuo, raised more than $14,000 in the period from 1937 
to 1941 (Table 2.6).64 The “Fight for Freedom” exhibition of September 1941, which was 
a collaboration between the SCA and the Singapore Art Club (SAC) also raised funds for 
China. Lim Hak Tai, was a leading advocate for using art as a weapon for national 
salvation. He remarked: “Art must possess the spirit of resistance to allow it to become a 
finely-edged weapon, to establish the value of fine art, and on the other hand to give it 
depth in meaning”.65 It appears from these evidences that preoccupations with China 
completely consumed the world of art in Singapore.  
                                                 
62 Fang, Notes on the History of Malayan Chinese Literature, pp. 335-336.  
63 Ibid. 
64 See Table 2.6 for a list of fund raising exhibitions and amount collected. 
65 Lim Hak Tai, “Using Art as a Finely-Edged Weapon” in Nanyang Shang Pau, 17/12/1940. 
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However, close scrutiny reveals aesthetic concerns that are free of political 
dispositions. For instance, an overwhelming majority of paintings published in the 1939 
and 1940 SCA Annual art exhibition catalogues illustrate purely artistic concerns, with 
emphases on genres like landscape, portraiture and still life, that have no relation to the 
Sino-Japanese War (Table 2.7).66 Woodcuts and cartoons however, remain primary 
categories for representing anti-Japanese propaganda. Nie Wenchie’s woodcut featuring 
the Marco-Polo Bridge Incident in 1937, illustrates the efficacy of woodcuts as a medium 
for spreading anti-war messages through the mass media (Figure 2.3).  
The tradition of plein air painting that was incorporated into the SCA’s monthly 
activities served to further cement the pre-eminence of painting. Plein air painting also 
underlined art that is relatively unconnected with political and national issues. NAFA 
encouraged its students to paint or sketch outdoors. They visited kampungs in Geylang 
and beaches at Katong, frequented by SCA members whenever they painted outdoors.67 
Plein air painting enlarged the technical domain of artistic production and inculcated new 
sensibilities in artists and art making. Even as the Sino-Japanese war cast a pall over 
Singapore, the art world here demonstrates variance and divergence. 
The Japanese Occupation from 1942 to 1945 disrupted art activities in Singapore 
and Malaya. There was irreparable loss of life. Artists such as Zhang Ruqi, Chuang U-
Chow, Ho Kwong Yew, Lin Daoan and others were killed during the Sook Ching68 
operation for engaging in anti-Japanese activities such as Zhang Ruqi who painted a 
                                                 
66 Table 2.7 shows the breakdown of works published in the 1939 and 1940 SCA Annual Art exhibitions 
into the following genres: Landscape, portraiture, still life, history painting, and woodcut. Works with 
reference to the Sino-Japanese War will be indicated. A word of caution – Not all the works exhibited at 
the exhibitions was published in the catalogues. However, it is reasonable to assume that the most 
important works were selected and published. 
67 Huang Bao Fang, “Some Recollections of NAFA and Lim Hak Tai”, unpaginated.  
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picture of soldiers from the Japanese Imperial army raping Chinese women.69 Other 
artists such as See Hiang Tuo were forced to flee to neighbouring countries like Indonesia 
to escape capture. Active artistic exchanges between artists from China and Singapore, 
which was fuelled by the Sino-Japanese War (1937-1945) ceased, with the temporary 
closure of the SCA.70 All art academies ceased operations as art activities ground to a 
halt.71 Although the art world here suffered huge losses, the resilience of the system’s 
mechanisms and the determination of the artists to resume activities, opened new 
chapters in the history of Singapore art after the war.    
 
 
68 The Sook Ching was a systematic execution of the ethnic male Chinese population in Singapore 
perceived as anti-Japanese by the Japanese military administration during the Japanese Occupation. 
69 Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi, p. 59. 
70 See Table 2.8 for a listing of artists from China who visited Singapore. 
71 See Table 2.9 for a listing of art academies that were established but quickly closed from the start of the 
Sino-Japanese War to the Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1937 – 1941). 
Chapter 3 
The Malayan Awakening: The Role of Art Institutions in the Construction of “National 
Art”   
 
 
The years immediately after the Second World War witnessed a remarkably quick 
recovery of the Singapore art world as evidenced by art activities.1 NAFA re-opened in 
1946, while the SCA held its sixth Annual Art Exhibition at the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce to commemorate those artists who had perished during the Japanese 
occupation in the same year.2 Along with the sixth Annual Art Exhibition was an art 
exhibition organised by NAFA to exhibit artworks that had survived the war and record 
the process of the art academy’s recovery in 1946.3 That year was marked by both a 
sense of renewal and mourning, as members of the Singapore art world came to terms 
with artists who were killed in the Sook Ching, the material loss of documents, records 
and artworks, as well as the psychological scars of the war. However, unlike 
commentators who generally agree on the Japanese invasion of Malaya and Singapore as 
marking a watershed for the emergence of nationalist movements, art historical 
scholarship has portrayed the Japanese Occupation as disrupting artistic activities, which 
were quickly re-established after the war.4 While artistic activities did pick up quickly 
after the war, questions pertaining to the politicisation of peoples in Malaya and 
Singapore as a result of the Japanese occupation and its ideological implications on the 
                                                 
1 By 1946, the SCA had moved to its new premises at No. 35 Dhoby Ghaut. Artist Liu Kang published in 
1946 Chop Suey, a book of cartoons depicting atrocities committed by the Japanese during the Occupation. 
2 Artists who perished during the Occupation include: President Tchang Ju Chi, Vice-President Ho Kuan 
Yew and members like Chuang U-Chow, Lin Dao-an  
3 Refer to Lim Hak Tai, “Foreword” in Nanyang Meishu Juanke Xuexiao Fuxiao San Zhou Nian 
(Singapore: The Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, 1949), p. 1. 
4 For instance, Kwok Kian Chow notes how quickly pre-war and new cultural institutions re-established 
after the war, and Zhong Yu describes the Occupation as a “dark period” immediately followed by the era 
of Malayanization. See Kwok, Channels and Confluences, p.34, and Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren 
Meishulishi, pp. 57-98. 
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Singapore art world remain unaccounted for. In particular, the post-war Singapore art 
world developments need to be understood within the context of an emergent Malayan 
identity in tandem with mounting pressure towards independence fuelled by Malayan 
nationalism in the 1950s and these are for future research and researchers. 
                                                
 
3.1 Ethnic-based Art Societies: The Malay Society of Arts, Malaya and the Indian Fine 
Arts Society 
 
For a short period between 1945 and 1948, often dubbed as the “Malayan 
Spring”, a brief window of opportunity materialised for leftist politics to flourish with the 
freeing of legislative constraints on speech, assembly and association. The British 
decision to permit political space and encourage participation in the political processes 
served not as much the interests of peoples in Malaya and Singapore but their own, by 
projecting an image of the benevolent broker for the eventual independence of these two 
territories in the face of simmering anti-colonialism and communism.5 Most significant 
was the “privilege of political freedom” as part of British policy to foster political 
consciousness in Singapore and Malaya.6 This opening up of political space served both 
ways, allowing for indigenous nationalises to capitalise on it. The amendment to the 
Societies Ordinance of 1947, whereby “any society which the Governor in Council 
should declare to be a political association should be excluded from the definition of 
‘society’ under the Ordinance”, allowed political organisations such as the Malayan 
Communist Party (MCP), the China Democratic League (CDL) and the China 
 
5 Ernest Bevin, the British foreign secretary presented a paper to the British Cabinet in 1950 stating that it 
has always been British policy in Southeast Asia since the end of the Second World War to support the 
legitimate national aspirations of the peoples of the region as the “best possible counter to communist 
subversion and penetration”. Cited in Nicholas Tarling, “British Attitudes and Policies on Nationalism and 
Regionalism” in Marc Frey et al., ed., TheTransformation of Southeast Asia, p. 137. 
6Report of the Registrar of Societies, Singapore 1949, (Singapore, Government Printing Office, 1949), 
unpaginated. 
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Kuomintang (KMT) to operate relatively freely as political associations.7 British efforts 
to promote nationalism in the post-war years were attempts to reverse the earlier colonial 
policy of “divide and rule”, which led to ethnic nationalism, based on the promotion of 
one’s own ethnic identity and socio-economic interests.8 However, with the tattered post-
war economy and the looming Cold War, the newly granted civil freedom and political 
space by the British quickly withered away amidst waves of industrial action by trade 
unions and fears of a communist plot to de-stabilise Southeast Asia.9 The declaration of 
the Emergency on June 1948 in Malaya, was in response to the state of open insurrection 
proclaimed by the MCP. The Emergency marked the end of the Malayan Spring and a 
concomitant hardening of British attitudes, which led to the resurrection of ordinances to 
restrict and control activities of cultural societies, political organisations, trade unions and 
the press.  
The Malay Society of Arts, Malaya (Persekutuan Pelukis Melayu, Malaya or 
PPMM) and the Indian Fine Arts Society (IFAS) were founded in 1949, amidst fear and 
anxieties generated by the Emergency.10 Like the SCA, which only accepted Chinese 
members, the PPMM and IFAS restricted their membership to Malays and Indians 
respectively, promoting the interests of these two ethnic groups. The PPMM was 
registered on 1 May 1949; it was formed at a meeting at the Kota Rajah Club with Mahat 
                                                 
7 Report of the Registrar of Societies, Singapore 1949, unpaginated. 
8 See A.D. Smith, Introduction to Nationalist Movements (London: Macmillan, 1976). The SCA whose 
object was the preservation and promotion of Chinese culture (membership was restricted to the Chinese 
and Chinese Ink and Brush painting was actively promoted by the Society) exemplifies the ethnic-centred 
tendencies of a plural society made up of immigrant communities. For further reading on ethnic-based art 
societies, see Suhaimi Sukiyar, Crossroads: The Making of New Identities (Singapore: NUS Museums, 
National University of Singapore, c2004). 
9 T.N. Harper, “Lim Chin Siong and the ‘Singapore Story’” in Tan Jing Quee and K.S. Jomo, eds., Comet 
in Our Sky: Lim Chin Siong in History (Kuala Lumpur: INSAN, 2001), pp. 10-12. 
10 In Abdul Ghani Hamid’s, An Artist’s Note (Singapore: Angkatan Pelukis Aneka Daya, 1991), p. 7, the 
name “Society of Malay Artists, Malaya” is used. However, according to the Government Gazette, the 
Society was registered as the Malay Society of Arts, Malaya. See Colony of Singapore Government Gazette 
(Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1949), p. 1561.  
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bin Chaadang (or C. Mahat) as its first elected president. Consisting of Malay artists from 
Malaya and Singapore, the PPMM promoted artists like Suri Mohyani, Sulaiman Haji 
Suhaimi and A.B. Ibrahim.11 The activities of the PPMM declined by the middle of the 
1950s; the Society was replaced by the Angkatan Pelukis Muda (APM) established on 22 
January 1956, and later superseded by the Angkatan Pelukis Aneka Daya (APAD) 
formed on 29 July 1962, both of which were headed by Abdul Ghani Hamid.12 Formed in 
1949, the IFAS’s early “efforts were principally directed towards the organization of 
concerts in music and dance by local and visiting performers”.13 Focusing on the 
performing arts, the Academy of Fine Arts was established in 1952 “to provide tuition in 
the fine arts, initially in carnatic music and Bharata Natyam”; it discounted other aspects 
of the fine arts that the SCA and PPMM emphasised, particularly painting.14 This is in all 
probability due to defining tradition chiefly in terns of the great art historical and music 
traditions in India. Painting was dismissed as degenerate and bearing colonial imprint. 
The emergence of the PPMM and IFAS, as well as the continued activities of the 
SCA as ethnic-based art societies premised upon the strengthening of ethnic identities in 
the late 1940s and 1950s, despite British policy to “encourage the legitimate aspirations 
of the peoples of the area [i.e. Malayan nationalism premised upon a unified Malayan 
culture and identity that undermines communal cultures] for independence”,15 deserve 
closer inspection. An opinion survey conducted by the Nan Chiau Jit Pao in 1947 
showed that 95.6% of the Chinese in Malaya and Singapore wanted to retain Chinese 
                                                 
11 The PPMM organized an exhibition for Malay artists at the British Council Hall in 1951. See Ibid.  
12 The reasons behind the decline of the PPMS and the APM were not elaborated upon by Abdul Ghani 
Hamid’s account of Malay artistic activities. APAD continues to exist today. 
13 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society (Singapore: Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society), p. 2. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Tarling,  “British Attitudes and Policies on Nationalism and Regionalism”, p. 137. 
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nationality while becoming Malayan citizens,16 thus providing an indication of the 
prevailing sentiments of the Chinese towards China as their home country (Zhu Guo). 
Tan Cheng-Lock’s comment that “a large majority of Malayan Chinese do not yet realise 
that they have to make Malaya their eternal home country” points to Chinese (ethnic) 
nationalism as the prevailing ideology of the majority of the Malaya and Singapore 
Chinese at the time, save a handful of elite intellectuals like Tan Cheng-lock who had 
already began to advocate Malayan nationalism as a social glue, binding the different 
ethnic groups together.17 Likewise, the political consciousness of the Indians in 
Singapore was closely linked to India as the “Motherland” (Bharat Mata) and Indian 
nationalism. The Singapore Indian Association (1923), which was later involved in the 
formation of the Central Indian Association of Malaya sought to protect the political 
interest of Indians in Malaya. The Singapore Malaya Union was established in 1926 to 
safeguard the status of the Malays amidst the growing economic and social power of 
other ethnic groups, particularly the Chinese. Malay ethnic nationalism in 1945 found 
expression in the move towards a Melayu Raya (Greater Malaya) based on a desire to 
form a Malay political unit.18  
The persistence of ethnic nationalism accounts for the perpetuation of ethnic-
based art societies like the PPMM, IFAS and SCA. However, agitation for a new strain of 
nationalism that was more “cultural” and “civic” than “ethnic” was concomitantly 
underway on a terrain of competing ideologies.19 Eu Chooi Yip from the Malayan 
                                                 
16 Nan Chiau Jit Pao, 27/07/1948 cited in Chui and Fujio, Emergence, Development and Dissolution, p. 80. 
17 Ming Sheng Pao, 3/12/1948. 
18 The Malay Nationalist Party sought for independence through a union between Malaya and Indonesia.  
19 Civic nationalism is based on the concept of citizenry where membership depends on the active and 
voluntary political participation of members. Malayan nationalism based on a shared Malayan cultural 
identity irrespective of ethnicity, and the responsibility of citizenship transcends ethnic nationalism that is 
hereditary and restricted to a particular ethnic group. 
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Democratic Union (MDU) boldly proclaimed an emergent Malayan nationalism that 
transcended ethnic nationalism to encompass the diverse ethnic groups, based on a shared 
Malayan culture, whereby membership depended on participation as Malayan citizens 
towards the building of a Malayan nation-state: “We are Malayan citizens. We admit that 
Malaya is our permanent home. We pledge allegiance to Malaya”.20 The emergent 
Malayan nationalism generated anxieties over the necessity of creating a Malayan 
identity and culture, and a new art society — the Singapore Art Society — assuaged 
those anxieties.  
 
3.2 Art and Politics – The Singapore Art Society and the British “Grand Design” 
 
With the return of the British to their colonies in Southeast Asia in September 
1945, the need to revive the regional economies through a politically stable and secure 
environment took priority. In light of the increasing threat of communism and the rise of 
nationalisms calling for independence, the British envisioned, as early as 1945 the Grand 
Design (or Greater Malaysia) in the form of a long-term plan for the region, which was to 
be realised first by the merger of the Federation of Malaya with Singapore, followed by 
the union of Brunei, Sarawak and North Borneo, and finally the amalgamation of the two 
regional entities into a supra-national political bloc.21 According to historian Tan Tai 
Yong: 
Regionalism seemed to offer the best solution to British 
policymakers who had to contend with the pressures of 
having to plan for the decolonisation in Southeast Asia on 
                                                 
20 Cited in Chui Kwei-chiang and Fujio Hara, Emergence, Development and Dissolution of the pro-China 
Organizations in Singapore (Tokyo: Institute of Developing Economies, 1991), p. 83.  
21 The Federation of Malaya, formed in 1948 replaced the Malayan Union that was established in 1946 due 
to the opposition of Malay nationalists over what they perceived to be the overly generous citizenship 
rights granted to non-Malays.   
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the one hand, and having to ensure the stability of the 
region, particularly in the context of defence and the 
security considerations in Asia generated by the Cold War, 
on the other.22 
 
Although the political rationale for a Greater Malaysia, which was strong enough to 
deflect the threat of communism was supported in official circles, it remained an abstract 
concept without a firm timetable or official commitment for action until the late 1950s, 
when the British were able to execute the Grand Design only by dovetailing it to local 
initiatives and interests in Singapore and Malaya.23  
 As Tan described it, the Grand Design remained largely as “an idea that lurked in 
the secret files”, the establishment of the Singapore Art Society (SAS) in October 1949 
was a local cultural initiative, which fostered a Malayan consciousness and identity 
amongst the peoples of both territories even before the merger between Singapore and the 
federation in 1963.24 The SAS was a milestone in the development of art institutions in 
Singapore for its inclusion of a wide range of cultural organisations – The British 
Council, SCA, PPMM, IFAS, Y.M.C.A. Art Club, Singapore Camera Club, Singapore 
Institute of Architects, Singapore University, Teacher’s Training College, NAFA, China 
Society, and the Friends of Singapore. By enveloping such a wide scope, the SAS 
functioned as a coordinating agency, bringing together diverse agents. It did so with the 
following objectives:   
1. To foster the practice and appreciation of the fine 
arts in Singapore 
 
2. To organise and present the Annual Exhibition of 
Works by Local Artists 
                                                 
22 Tan Tai Yong, “The ‘Grand Design’: British Policy, Local Politics, and the Making of Malaysia, 1955-
1961,” in Marc Frey et al., ed., The Transformation of Southeast Asia, p. 149. 




3. To promote the exchange of art (through 
exhibitions) between Singapore and other countries 
 
4. To create learning (through a scholarship fund) and 
exhibition opportunities for Singapore artists 
  
5. To open membership to anyone, regardless of race 
or creed25  
 
The most important task of the SAS was the organisation of the Society’s Annual 
Exhibition of Works by Local Artists, which provided a stimulus for the building of a 
national art market, and was an important source of distributing and presenting artworks 
to the public.26 The SAS programme of facilitating artistic exchanges by stimulating 
exhibition opportunities between Singapore and other countries in the region exposed 
Singapore artists regionally. In addition, the SAS was one of the few organisations to set 
up a scholarship fund to assist artists to further their education abroad. By including 
representatives from diverse cultural organisations and opening its membership to 
anyone, the SAS was able to break out of ethnic and sectoral boundaries to operate on a 
national level.27 
By 1952, the SAS was the most prolific art society in terms of organising and 
sponsoring exhibitions (Table 3.1).28 Leveraging on initiatives by the SAS, colonial 
                                                 
25 The Singapore Art Society Aims and Rules, (from the Georgette Chen Archives), February 1955, 
unpaginated. 
26 Records show that exhibitions, not art dealers remained the main way of selling artworks. Between 1950 
and 1951, the SAS exhibitions received over $25,000 for the sale of paintings. See W.L. Blythe, Colony of 
Singapore Annual Report (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1951), p. 136. 
27 It was only in 1955 that the Singapore Arts Council was established by the government as a coordinating 
body but its influence was limited and subsequently replaced by the Ministry of Culture in 1959. 
Singapore’s first art museum (the University Art Museum) was formally opened in 1955 in the then 
University of Malaya with Michael Sullivan as its first curator. See T.K. Sabapathy, “Past-Present: A 
History of the University Art Museum,” in T.K. Sabapathy, ed., Past, Present, Beyond: Re-nascence of an 
Art Collection (Singapore: NUS Museums, National University of Singapore, 2002), p. 11. 
28 In 1952, the SAS staged eight exhibitions and also organized the Inter-School Art Exhibition. In 
comparison with other societies like the China Society and the SCA staged only four and one exhibitions 
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interventions in the Singapore art world were made possible via the British Council in 
Singapore. According to the 1952 Singapore Annual Report on the “Arts and Sciences”, 
the “British Council, by so willingly placing its Hall and exhibition space at the disposal 
of many cultural and welfare bodies, has consolidated its reputation for being the cultural 
centre of the Colony in recent years.”29 The extension of British interests in the cultural 
sphere was consequently manifested in close collaborations between the SAS and the 
British Council in organising artistic activities that complemented the first phase of the 
Grand Design based on the prospective merger between Malaya and Singapore. This 
would presume the invention of a Malayan culture directed towards forging unity 
between peoples from the two territories. The desire for an eventual merger of Malaya, 
Singapore and the Borneo territories was also anticipated in the regulations of the SAS 
Exhibitions of Local Artists (Appendix 3.1).  
The importance of the SAS in the minds of the British administrators was made 
visible in the Singapore Annual Reports, which projected the SAS as the leading art 
society in Singapore. It is important to note that the SAS had its administrative office in 
the British Council premises. For instance, the 1951 Singapore Annual Report states: 
“The most important single events in the field of fine arts during the year were again the 
exhibitions of the Singapore Art Society”.30 The exemption of the SAS from registration 
                                                                                                                                                 
respectively. W.L. Blythe, Colony of Singapore Annual Report (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 
1952), p. 277. 
29 W.L. Blythe, Colony of Singapore Annual Report 1952 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1952), 
p. 280. The Singapore Annual Report’s take on the significance of the British Council in the Singapore art 
world is invariably biased towards British perspectives that downplay the importance of other institutions 
like the Chinese Chamber of Commerce as an alternative cultural centre. 
30 W.L. Blythe, Colony of Singapore Annual Report 1951 (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1952), 
p. 135. 
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in December 1949 by the Registrar of Societies31 was equally significant as “exemption 
is considered a sign of prestige, especially by the Chinese Societies”.32   
Close connections between the SAS and the British Council were demonstrated 
by the Society’s chairman, Ho Kok Hoe who “paid tribute to the British Council for its 
part in promoting art in the Colony”.33 The warm relationship between the two 
institutions was highlighted by a controversial incident involving one Arthur Johnson, a 
painter who described the SAS as a “little gathering of people who get together and 
attempt to run painting34 in Singapore”.35 Johnson’s statement reveals how he saw the 
SAS as an essentially painting society, thus underlining the primacy of painting in the 
Singapore art world. The perceived relationship between the SAS and the British Council 
was also highlighted when Johnson claimed that he was unable to hold his own exhibition 
at the British Council because “the only art exhibitions held there were those arranged by 
the Art Society [SAS]”.36 The relationship between the SAS and the British included 
British National Servicemen, many of whom were graduates from the Chelsea School of 
Art and St. Martins School of Art. They joined art classes organised by the SAS at the 
British Council and also provided information for members of the SAS on art education 
prospects in Britain.37 
Collaborations between the SAS and the British Council in organising exhibitions 
that were aligned with the Grand Design were apparent in an exposition such as the 
                                                 
31 Colony of Singapore Government Gazette (Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1949), 16/12/1949, 
p. 1916.  
32 Report of the Registrar of Societies, 1949, (Singapore: Government Printing Press, 1949), p. 3.  
33 “Art Society Pays Tribute to Council”, Singapore Standard, 2/10/1957. 
34 Emphasis added. 
35 “Painter Starts a Civil War”, The Straits Times, 29/07/1954. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Interview with Ho Kok Hoe, 6/12/2005, video interview by the Singapore Art Museum. 
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Definitive Exhibition of Malay Arts and Crafts. According to the 1951 Singapore Annual 
Report:  
The Singapore Art Society broke new ground in staging a full-
scale definitive exhibition of contemporary Malay arts and crafts 
under the direction of C.A. Gibson Hill, A.H. Hill and ‘Che Suri 
bin Mohyani. This was the first time that such an exhibition had 
been attempted since the Malaya-Borneo Exhibition of the early 
nineteen-twenties.38 
 
The objective of the exhibition was to provide “the only comprehensive survey of Malay 
arts and crafts” that was to culminate in an article  “Malay Arts and Crafts” by M.C. 
Sheppard in the newly inaugurated journal Malaya.39 The journal’s stated objective was 
“to create an informed body of opinion… extended to include North Borneo and Sarawak 
thus acknowledging the interdependence of Malaya and Borneo”,40 which gelled with the 
Grand Design’s aim for the eventual amalgamation of Malaya, Sarawak and North 
Borneo.  
 British administrators who were also members of the SAS published articles in 
journals and periodicals promoting a Malayan ideology could also be read as dovetailing 
with the Grand Design to local initiatives. Gibson Hill, director of the Raffles Museum, 
was also the first president of the SAS, a position he held from 1949 to 1953. Ho Kok 
Hoe succeeded him in 1954. Hill was also a regular contributor to the Straits Times 
Annual, a periodical which was an organ of British propaganda to invent a Malyan 
culture and identity in which colonial officials such as Sir Henry Gurney (British High 
Commissioner), explained British policies as explicitly aimed “to instil and to nurture the 
                                                 
38 W.L. Blythe, Colony of Singapore Annual Report 1951 9Singapore: Government Printing Office, 1952), 
pp. 136-137. 
39M.C., Sheppard, “Malay Arts and Crafts” in Malaya, Vol. I., No. 2, 1952, pp. 28-31. 
40 Ibid., p. 13. 
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development of a Malayan consciousness”.41 The Straits Times Annual was also 
employed as a site for representing views from the other side, which purveyed diverse 
aspirations, some of which did not necessarily correspond with the colonial view of the 
world. Articles like “The Chinese and Malayan unity” (1953) by Tan Cheng Lock argued 
for the role of the Chinese in building a national as opposed to an ethnic identity.42 Other 
articles, such as “North Borneo Vistas”, consisting of photographs taken by J.E. 
Longfield,43 and “Brunei Crowns a Sultan” by E.L.S. Jennings,44 build and propagate 
knowledge on Malaya, North Borneo and Brunei territories which were essential 
components for the creation of Greater Malaysia. Pelita, a quarterly publication by Esso 
Standard Eastern, has as its stated objective, “to provide a medium for literary and artistic 
information among those who live in the Malayan area and to promote Malayan culture 
and arts”. It published articles by members of the SAS like Ho Kok Hoe, Frank Sullivan 
and Lee Siow Mong.45 Frank Sullivan, in particular played an important part in the 
development of modern art in Singapore when he was based here from 1947 to 1957. An 
art collector who had amassed more than 70 works by artists in Singapore and Malaya 
from 1946 to 1957, Sullivan also served as the vice-president of the SAS while 
contributing articles featuring artists in magazines such as the Straits Times Annual.46 
The Malayan ideal is captured by Sullivan in an article where he claims that artists 
                                                 
41 Henry Gurney, “Partnership – The British Role in Malaya” in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: 
Straits Times Press, 1952), p. 18. 
42 Tan Cheng Lock, “The Chinese and Malayan unity” in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits 
Times Press, 1953), pp. 73-77. 
43 J.E. Longfield, “North Borneo Vistas” in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits Times Press, 
1951), p. 124. 
44 Ibid., pp. 52-57. 
45 “Introducing Ourselves” in Pelita, No. 1, 8/1959, p. 1.  
46 Frank Sullivan, “Thoughts of an Art Collector”, in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits Times 
Press, 1965), p. 22. Sullivan later sold this collection to Dato Loke Wan Tho. 
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“spoke and thought in terms of Malaya”.47 The devotion of the SAS to a Malayan 
ideology was therefore not surprising given the disposition of its members, which was 
most apparent in the third and final issue of The Singapore Artist, a journal of the SAS, 
first published in September 1954. In it was declared that the objective of the revised 
publication is “to provide a truer indication of its contents and scope, it has been decided 
to change the title to ‘The Malayan Artist”.48  
Whether through collaborations with the British Council or British officials, the 
SAS played an important role in furthering the ideals of Malaya and Malayan culture, 
increasingly termed as Malayanisation in the 1950s, through publications and exhibitions. 
However, to portray the SAS as an agent under the unmediated political control of the 
British, underestimates the complex layers of interests vested in it. The eclectic range of 
exhibitions, such as the 1955 Black and White Exhibition, which served to promote the 
woodcut medium, and the Hong Kong University Architecture Student’s Work 
Exhibition, which catered to architectural interests, demonstrate the wide-ranging 
positions of the SAS that go beyond the Malayan agenda. 
The Peoples’ Action Party’s (PAP) resounding electoral victory in 1959, which 
was based on the promise of Singapore’s independence with the Federation gave the 
Grand Design an immense boost.49 For instance, the creation of the Ministry of Culture 
in 1959, instituted with the attainment of full internal self-government for Singapore, 
instituted a government agency that was “vested [with] the responsibility of formulating 
                                                 
47 Frank Sullivan, “Malaysia Goes Abroad”, in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits Times Press, 
1965), p. 64. 
48 The Singapore Artist Vol. 1 March 1955, p. 1. 
49 From the perspective of Singapore, a merger with the federation was widely accepted as the best 
guarantee for economic viability and a solution to the communist threat.  
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the policies needed to create a common Malayan culture”.50 For the first time, a 
government agency borne out of the electorate in Singapore was empowered with 
resources far beyond what the SAS or the British Council could muster, to consciously 
and deliberately shape a Malayan culture, thus fulfilling the first phase of the Grand 
Design.51 However, the lineaments and content of how a “Malayan” culture was up for 
grabs in the 1950s. Aspects of these will be discussed in the following section. Let me 
return to matters in the world of art. Although there were nuanced differences in what 
Malayan culture was to be, the concept of multiculturalism involving the cultural 
synthesis of Malaya’s diverse ethnic groups into a “unified Malayan form” was gradually 
accepted. Discourses on art now centred on claims for the “Malayan School of Painting” 
on one hand and the “Nanyang Style” on the other, which formed part of the debate on 
Malayan culture, providing it with direction and consequence for pictorial developments. 
 
3.3 The Nanyang Style Meets the Malayan School of Painting 
Discourses on the Nanyang style in its early years has tended to focus on NAFA 
and its first principal, Lim Hak Tai,52 and for good reasons. The four precepts that were 
existed mooted in 1938 at the founding of the Academy, embraced the explicit aim of 
creating a Nanyang art, an aim that the Academy’s staff and students pursued through 
                                                 
50 “Cultural Affairs, Information and Publicity”, in the State of Singapore Annual Report 1959, p. 189. The 
SAS’s function as a coordinating body for the activities of the Singapore art world remained unchallenged 
until the establishment of the Ministry of Culture in 1959. Before that, the Singapore Arts Council (the 
Council consisted of the China Society, the SAS, The Singapore Arts Theatre, the Singapore Camera Club, 
the Singapore Chamber Ensemble, and the Singapore Musical Society) was formed in 1955 but it was 
largely ineffective. 
51 The Ministry of Culture consists of seven divisions – Headquarters, News, Publicity, Broadcasting, 
Library, Museum and Printing Divisions, enabling it to affect cultural policies on a national level.   
52 T.K. Sabapathy, “Hak Tai Points the Way,” in Sources of Modern Art (Singapore: [s.n.], 1986), pp. 148-
150. 
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their writings.53 However, discussions of ideas that shaped Nanyang Style cannot proceed 
without first examining “Nanyang” as an historical category. 
Wang Gungwu in “A Short History of the Nanyang Chinese” sheds some light on 
how the Chinese immigrants imagined the “Nanyang” territorially with particular 
interests in the “key coastal strips of mainland Southeast Asia and most of the islands of 
the Philippines and Indonesia”, which were reached by the Chinese via the South China 
Sea. (This qualification excludes Chinese migrants who entered Laos, Burma, Vietnam 
and Siam through land at different points in history).54 Writings on Nanyang Art between 
1946 and 1955 express similar sentiments, especially in their use of terms such as 
Nanyang Chinese (or Huaqiao) as a distinct ethnic category. In his essay, “From Huaqiao 
Life to the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts,” Chen Zhenxia distinguishes the Nanyang 
Chinese in Malaya (and Singapore), as fighting for their freedom and equality as citizens 
of Malaya from other ethnic groups such as the Malays and the Indians.55 Other 
contributors to the Nanyang Style discourse, like Lim Hak Tai and Wu De Xian, also 
connected NAFA and the Nanyang Style with the “Nanyang Chinese society”.56 Both 
Wu De Xian and Chen Zhen Xia espoused a sense of belonging and consciousness of the 
Nanyang Chinese in Malaya, by emphasising how “the prosperity of the Nanyang is built 
by the blood and sweat of the Huaqiao”.57 Writings on Nanyang Art and Nanyang society 
published reveal a double consciousness – the “regional” and the “national,” with the 
regional embedded in what Hak Tai terms as the “tropical flavour” shaped by the local 
                                                 
53 Refer to Chapter 1, pp. 24-25. 
54 Wang Gungwu, Community and Nation: China, Southeast Asia and Australia, p. 11. 
55 Chen Zhenxia, “From Huaqiao Life to the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts,” in Nanyang meishu zhuanke 
xuexiao fuban jinian tekan (Singapore, 1946), unpaginated. 
56 Ibid., unpaginated. 
57 Wu Dexian, “Meijuan meizhan zainanyang,” in Nanyang meishu zhuanke fuxiao sanzhounian jiniankan” 
(Singapore, 1949), p. 34. 
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climate, and the “national” as a more territorially-specific conception based on the Malay 
Peninsular and Singapore.58  
The notion of Singapore as a cultural centre for the Nanyang Chinese was 
constantly re-iterated in the Nanyang Style discourse. For instance, Wu Tsai Yan in his 
essay “The Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts and Nanyang Art” (1949) locates “Singapore 
at the geographical centre of the Nanyang, a centre for traffic flows between the East and 
West, and thus the art world has to establish art institutions to take on the necessary task 
of synthesising Eastern and Western art forms”.59 Building on one of Lim’s previous 
ideas on synthesising Eastern and Western art forms and drawing from the richness of the 
tropics, Wu adds concepts harnessed from the cultural diversity of the various ethnic 
groups and differences in their “clothes, food, architecture, and living habits” to the 
concept of Nanyang Style.60 Lim’s preface in The Art of the Young Malayans (1955) 
represented the accumulation of ideas since 1938 whereby he expanded the initial four 
into six precepts. In summary, they are: 
1. The fusion of the culture of the different races 
2. The bridging of Eastern and Western art 
3. The diffusion of the scientific spirit and social thinking of the twentieth 
century 
 
4. The reflection of the needs of the peoples of the Federation of Malaya and 
Singapore 
 
5. The expression of tropical flavour 
                                                 
58 See Kwok Kian Chow, Journey of Ink (Singapore: The Museum, 1993), p. 13. 
59 Wu Tsai Yan, “Nanyang meijuan yu nanyangmeishu,” Nanyang meishu zhuanke xuexiao fuban jinian 
tekan, p. 39. 
60 Ibid. 
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6. The educational and social functions of fine art61 
Although the genealogy of ideas leading to precepts one, two, and five has been 
discussed earlier, the remaining three require clarification. Their roots are in the May 
Fourth Movement that promoted not only scientific enquiry, but also, and more 
importantly, the idea that art and society are inseparable. Lim, who was both a teacher at 
the Xiamen Art Academy and the Jimei Teacher’s Training College before he migrated to 
Singapore in 1937 to escape the Sino-Japanese War, would have been exposed to these 
ideas. Of particular significance is Lim’s reference to the “Federation of Malaya” in 
precept four, rather than the “Motherland” (i.e. China), which he usually refers to in his 
earlier essays. The shift from China to Malaya (and Singapore), can be traced to the 
Xinhua Cultural Society (XCS).         
 In November 1947, the XCS organised a forum on the theme, the “Uniqueness of 
Malayan Chinese Literature”. It set in motion a series of debates that would determine the 
direction for Malayanisation in the 1950s. It was through these debates on the need to 
distinguish the arts of Malaya from those in China, that the Singapore literary world 
embarked on the “Uniqueness of Malayan Chinese Literature Movement” in 1948. The 
movement sought to engineer a shift from a China-oriented Overseas Chinese Literature 
to a Malayan-oriented one that not only focused on content that was relevant to 
Malayans, but also endeavoured to change the thinking of the Nanyang Chinese in 
Malaya and Singapore, to regard Malaya rather than China as their homeland.62   
The push towards Malayanisation in the literary world was not immediately felt in 
the Singapore art world in the late 1940s. Artists like Lim Hak Tai, Wu De Xian and Wu 
                                                 
61 Lim Hak Tai, “Preface” in The Art of Young Malayans (Singapore: NAFA, 1955), p. 1.  
62 See Yu Wang Kuen, “The Development of Malayan Chinese Literature with Special Reference to Works 
of Fiction”, M.A. thesis, University of Malaya, 1967, pp. 53-74. 
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Zaiyan continued to refer to China as the “Motherland” (Zhu Guo) and exhibited a 
“Huaqiao mentality” that distinguished the Nanyang Chinese society from other ethnic 
groups in Malaya. It was only in the 1951 NAFA graduation magazine that Lim referred 
to the need for NAFA to create a new art for Malaya.63  In the same magazine was an 
article, “East and West Meet in a Malayan Style of Painting” by Noni Wright, a journalist 
with the Sunday Times. In it she quotes Lim as saying: “It will take time for a ‘Malayan 
school’ of painting to develop. You can’t force it, but it will come”.64  
Discourses concerning the Malayan School of Painting and the Nanyang Style 
converged in the early 1950s, even though proponents of the former tended to be mostly 
those who aligned themselves with the ideologies propagated by the British government 
while the latter were largely Chinese educated.65 Both discourses centred on painting as 
the medium, through which the Malayan and Nanyang Styles would develop. R.C.R. 
Morrell, a Professor of English at the University of Malaya and one of the founders of the 
SAS, epitomised early efforts towards Malayanisation in his essay “Towards a Malayan 
School of Painting”, published in the Straits Times Annual (1952). According to Morrell, 
“What is happening in the other arts I do not know, but it seems to me that in painting 
there is the beginning of a truly Malayan style”.66 The Nanyang Style discourse 
(Nanyang Feng) was also constructed around the fine arts, particularly painting and its 
pictorial traditions derived from the Paris School of Art and Chinese Ink and Brush.67    
                                                 
63 Lim Hak Tai, preface in Nanyang meijuan (Singapore: NAFA, 1951), p. 5. 
64 Noni Wright, “East and West Meet in a Malayan Style of Painting” in the Sunday Times, 29/10/1950. 
65 Beamish, Wright and Morrell contributed articles on Malayan arts in the Straits Times Annual and their 
discourse on a shared Malayan culture was in line with the aims of the Grand Design to form a political 
union between the Malay peninsular and Singapore. 
66 R.C.R. Morrell, “Towards a Malayan School of Painting” in the Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits 
Times Press, 1952), pp.33-35. 
67 According to Sabapathy, Sources of Modern Art, p. 132. 
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 Morrell rearticulates the British Grand Design by emphasising the idea of a “new 
and independent synthesis – the equivalent in art of the political independence we hope 
for in Malaya sooner or later, an independence in which all of her various elements are 
represented, none of them suppressed”. He goes on to cite from “a group of Chinese 
artists in Singapore” such as Chen Chong Swee and Cheong Soo Pieng, as examples of 
the synthesis leading to a Malayan style.68 
 Tony Beamish, who worked for Radio Malaya, further developed Morrell’s 
concept of a Malayan Style. In his book The Arts of Malaya (1954), Beamish employs the 
“the search for unity” as a topic to highlight the need to harness “the youth and racial 
diversity of Malaya” given that “the chance is here for the cultures of the Far East, India 
and the West to learn from each other and to merge and fuse into a Malayan national 
form”.69 The need to synthesise Eastern and Western art forms and to somehow fuse the 
cultures of the various ethnic groups to create a “Malayan school of painting”70 echoed 
the ideas of Nanyang Style to “fuse the cultures of the different races”, which proponents 
of the Nanyang Style can be seen as expressing worldviews of the Nanyang Chinese, in 
which Southeast Asia was visualised. Advocates of the Nanyang style could have also 
been addressing publics in China, in order to signal their separateness. Conversely, 
proponents of the Malayan School of Painting can be seen as reaching out or creating a 
public that is germane to the Grand Design, and therefore for the political union of 
Singapore and Malaya.  
  By the middle of the 1950s, signs that difference between the Malayan school of 
art and Nanyang Style were shrinking became apparent in The Art of Young Malayans 
                                                 
68 Ibid., p. 34. 
69 Tony Beamish, The Arts of Malaya, p. 13. 




                                                
(1955). In it, Lim discards Zhu Guo and replaced it with Ben Bang (the federation and 
Singapore).71 Marco Hsu, the principal of Zhenghua School and Ai Tong Primary 
School, was an artist, educator, art critic and amateur archaeologist. His writings between 
1950 and 1963 expand the Nanyang art discourse by shifting its focus from the Nanyang 
as imagined by the Nanyang Chinese (signified by his use of the term Nanyang Qundao 
i.e. Nanyang as a group of islands) to The Beauty of Nanyang72 in which the Malayan 
School of Painting (Malaiya Hua Pai) signifying a Malayan culture unifying all races 
rather than a Nanyang culture only for the C
The Nanyang Art and the Malayan School of Painting discourses finally 
converged in 1955, a year which registered Malaya and Singapore on the cusps of 
Independence. The Nanyang Chinese in Malaya too who had previously striven to 
maintain cultural links with China now decided to severe them, in favour of creating a 
new Malayan culture. By 1955, the aim of the Grand Design for creating and fostering a 





71 Lim, “Preface”, The Art of Young Malayans, p. 1. 
72 The first edition of The Beauty of Nanyang was published in 1950. Subsequently, the second edition of 
was published in 1959. 
73 Hsu’s Malayan art project culminated in A Brief History of Malayan Art published in 1963. 
Chapter 4 
Claims for the “New”: Embraced, Slashed and Rejected 
 
 
The search for the “new”, propagated as stylistic innovations and transgressions, 
or as subversions of existing aesthetic conventions by the heroic avant-garde artists 
working in the modernist vein, features prominently throughout the histories of modern 
art. The engendering of the new in art is often immediately accompanied by outrage, 
ridicule, rejection and, at times, even the desecration of artworks, before these are 
internalised and accepted in the world of art. Artists in Singapore have also exercised 
their agencies by making claims for the new with declarations in order to secure grounds 
for new aesthetic positions and artistic practices. This chapter scrutinises three events in 
the art of Singapore whereby assertions aimed at legitimising new categories of concepts 
of art — Batik Painting, Abstraction and Conceptual Art — are considered in relation to 
the institutions, exhibitions and discourses in the Singapore art world. 
   
4.1 Neotraditional Art: The Invention of Batik Painting 
 
Chuah Thean Teng provided a telling account of how he conceived of Batik 
Painting. It is recounted by Frank Sullivan: 
“Suddenly I thought to myself”, said [Chuah] Teng, 
gesturing with his left hand, “as an artist, I can paint like 
this”, and gesturing with his right hand, “as a batik 
craftsman I can do work like that, then I suddenly asked 
myself why can’t I do both at once?” and as he spoke he 
brought both of his hands together in a clap.1  
 
Chuah’s vividly described gesture is significant. Born in China in 1914, Chuah was 
trained in painting in the Amoy Academy of Arts. He subsequently spent years in 
                                                 
1 Frank Sullivan, “Teng Master of Batik”, art catalogue of Chuah Thean Teng’s exhibition at the Yahong 
Gallery, unpaginated. 
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mastering techniques in batik when he operated a batik factory in Penang. Yet, his 
recollection is cast as an epiphany —registered as a “clap” — came when he transferred 
traditional batik as a medium for painting.  
Chuah migrated to Malaya in 1932, working as a hawker, umbrella-maker, cloth-
designer, tapioca planter, sarong-maker and teacher before settling on a career as an 
artist. Based in Penang, Chuah has been credited by art critics like Frank Sullivan for 
conceiving the idea of combining the traditional medium of batik and its techniques with 
the tradition of easel painting.2 It was Sullivan who proclaimed, “Teng, and Teng alone, 
is responsible for this [batik painting] most original contribution to the world of art”.3 
According to Sullivan, Chuah was the earliest practitioner of batik painting who first 
conceived the idea in 1953 before holding his first solo exhibition at the Penang library in 
1955.4 But how and why was this new category of art, termed Batik Painting, heralded as 
“an art form that is intrinsically Malayan” accepted by the Singapore art world so swiftly 
in the 1950s and 1960s?5 Zainol Abidin Ahmad Shariff explains the emergence of batik 
painting in the 1950s and 1960s as “symbolic of hopes of a racially harmonious country” 
within the context of the Emergency since Chuah, as a Chinese migrant to Malaya, 
                                                 
2 The pictorial conventions and vocabulary of easel painting includes the formal considerations of 
composition (e.g. linear perspective), the function of colour (e.g. the use of colour to structure space) and 
the sequence of time.   See T.K. Sabapathy, “Scroll Met Easel”, The Straits Times Annual (Singapore: 
Straits Times, 1982), pp. 114-127. 
3 There are other batik artists such as Tay Mo-Leong, Seah Kim Joo and Phoon Poh Wai whose artistic 
practices centered on batik painting. However, Chuah is often referred to as the artist first responsible for 
conceiving the idea and practice of batik painting.  
4 According to Chuah Thean Teng’s sons, Chuah Siew Keng and Chuah Siew Teng, who are also artists, 
Chuah Thean Teng started experimenting in batik painting before 1953 as claimed by Frank Sullivan. 
Chuah started experimenting in batik after his batik factory in Penang closed in 1945, leaving him with a 
lot of materials for batik making to experiment with. Interview with Chuah Thean Teng conducted on 
05/04/2006. 
5 Author unknown, Straits Times Annual (Singapore: Straits Times Press, 1953), “The Batik Art of Teng”, 
p. 38.   
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aspired to a new multiracial nation, which included the Chinese.6 Zainol’s main interest 
in this instance is to locate the emergence of Batik Painting within the context of 
Malayanisation. This thesis expands this interest in relation to the dynamics and 
mechanics of the art world and ways by which this world legitimises Batik Painting as an 
art form. 
  In a review by Sabapathy on Chuah’s batik paintings, he noted that “Materials and 
techniques are used in combination with formal and symbolic features to continually test 
the limits of the existing conventions controlling art activity”. 7  His remarks suggest 
difficulties in the legitimisation of Batik Painting as an artistic genre. One should not 
forget that despite the success of Chuah’s batik paintings in the middle of the 1950s, his 
earlier attempts to exhibit them were initially rejected by the jurors of exhibition 
committees in Penang. A newspaper article on Chuah quoted the artist recalling, “They 
[Penang artists] laughed at me”, and concluded, “That’s not art!”8 Attempts by Chuah to 
exhibit his batik paintings were met with derision and he was “nearly smothered by a 
Penang art committee that rejected his initial batik paintings as non-art”.9 If Chuah’s 
batik paintings were initially met with such opposition, how and why was the amalgam of 
painting with the medium of batik as an aesthetic principle eventually accepted by the 
Singapore art world? One will have to broaden the scope for discussion in order to 
propose some answers. In doing so, it is worth turning to conceptions of 
neotraditionalism articulated and advanced by art historian John Clark. 
                                                 
6 Zainol Abidin Ahmad Shariff, “Batik-Painting and Metonymic Identity in Contemporary Malaysian Art”, 
presented at the Symposium on Southeast Asian Art History and Regional Aesthetics, March 23-29, 1995, 
Singapore, pp. 2-3. 
7 Emphasis added. T.K. Sabapathy and Redza Piyadasa, Modern Artists of Malaysia (Kuala Lumpur: 
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1983), p.50. 
8 “Artist who made good”, The Sunday Star, 23/03/1980. 
9 Ibid. 
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  It is here that Clark’s concept of “neotraditional art” can be purposefully 
employed to understand the historical processes involved in the legitimisation of Batik 
Painting as a category of art. Neotraditional art, according to Clark constitutes a 
compromise drawing legitimacy from traditional forms, techniques, content, or style 
while re-inventing the context of traditions to suit modern conditions. It is, according to 
him, a “compromise” that is situated on the levels of the work of art and of ideas.10 At the 
level of the artwork, “traditional artforms” can be re-interpreted through “formal value 
systems that govern art”, usually in terms of style, content, subject, media, and technique, 
producing new variations.11 The level of ideas refers to the underlying concepts, beliefs 
and ideologies that can be used to legitimise neotraditional art. A reading such as this 
allows for contextualisation batik as painting, involving complex processes of 
negotiation.  
At the level of the artwork, Sabapathy makes the important point that Batik 
Painting could only be accepted as a distinct art category if “themes, motifs and 
approaches to composition, are governed by painting”.12 “Batik” generally refers to a 
wax resist technique used on cloth. The histories of batik have been well documented and 
will not be discussed here.13 While Chuah used traditional techniques of batik, which 
includes the use of traditional batik tools such as the canting in his painting, it does not 
follow that he employs motifs from batik in unmediated ways. In I Tell You Secretly 
(Figure 4.1), the motifs featured in the sarong of the two women resemble the sawat 
                                                 
10 John Clark, Modern Asian Art (Sydney, Australia Craftsman House, 1998), p. 73. 
11 Ibid., p. 74. 
12 Sabapathy, Modern Artists of Malaysia, p. 50. 
13 For further readings on the history of batik, please refer to Michael Hitchcock, Wiendu Nuryanti, eds., 
Building on Batik: The Globalisation of a Craft Community (Aldershot : Ashgate, 2000) and Herman C. 
Veldhuisen, Batik Belanda 1840-1940 = Dutch Influence in Batik from Java History and Stories (Jakarta: 
Gaya Favorit Press, 1993).  
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motifs associated with the Garuda, the carrier of the Hindu god Vishnu. Sawat motifs are 
reserved for royalty and are considered as larangan (proscribed) motifs, which cannot be 
worn by common people.14 Likewise, in Time for Milking (Figure 4.2), his depiction of 
two women, who are not royalty, as they are engaging in animal farming, nevertheless 
wear sarongs inscribed by motifs traditionally reserved for royalty. In doing so, the 
conventional iconography of the motifs is completely shifted and now chiefly 
recontextualised to embody patterns that are aesthetically pleasing and generally avaible 
to anyone.  In Hush-A-Bye Baby (Figure 4.3), Chuah fabricates the motifs featured in the 
swing cribs. Here, his interest is in the geometry of the cradle-shaped swing crib, and its 
colourful designs. Sorting Fish (Figure 4.4) shows Chuah’s capacity to enhance colour so 
that it yields expressive and luminous; hence his employment of yellow, blue and red in 
the representation of the Malay women’s sarongs. Batik as painting embraces pictorial 
categories entrenched in painting such as i.e. landscape painting, townscapes (Figure 4.5), 
and genre scenes whose subject is  “primitive villages and kampung scenes”. Feeding 
Chickens (Figure 4.6) is an example of a genre scene of Malay women engaged in their 
daily activity often seen in kampungs. It is in appraising these attributes that we may 
enframe Chuah’s creative enterprise in neotraditional terms leading to the 
recontextualisation of formal and symbolic qualities, as well as in terms of subject matter. 
 The grounds for production have been profoundly altered whereas batik was a 
collaborative craft, involving a range of specialisations, batik as painting is devised as a 
fine art practice. Importantly, batik as painting is now a studio practice.15 Chuah, like 
                                                 
14 The Garuda wing motif has layered meanings, and thus also suggests the wings of the Bouraq that 
carried the Prophet Mohammed to heaven. 
15 While Western painting traditions have constructed the modern artists as geniuses working alone in 
studios, Chinese painting traditions focus on the Chinese literati painters who also work alone. 
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other professional painters who worked in artists’ studios, produced his batik paintings in 
a studio rather than a batik workshop.16 By re-contextualising the production of Batik 
Painting, it became a modality of painting. 
The status of Batik Painting was hugely enhanced in the 1956 exhibition of 
Chuah’s batik paintings, in which almost a hundred of compositions by him were 
featured for the first time.17 The SAS’s patronage of Chuah’s show was not fortuitous. 
Unlike other institutions, such as the SCA that were locked within the conventions of fine 
art strictly, the SAS organised exhibitions that encompassed a wide range of mediums. 
For instance, the “First International Women Artists’ Exhibition”, was sponsored by it in 
1955. This event was significant for two reasons. First, the exhibition widened the scope 
of art by including etchings, lithographs, scraper-board, lino-cuts, wood-cuts, ceramics, 
sculpture, wood-carving and even metal work (Appendix 4.1). The inclusion of these 
mediums which were excluded elsewhere, was important as it breached prevailing 
boundaries separating fine art from craft. Second, this exhibition was the first art 
exhibition in Singapore organised along gender lines. The inclusion of mediums usually 
consigned to the category of “craft” can be framed along considerations of gender, as 
“craft” is generally deemed as the domain of women. The expansion of grounds and 
criteria for art, including art specifically produced by women, reveal relative openness in 
conceptions of art. This proved hospitable for the inclusion of batik as painting.   
Chuah’s 1956 “Exhibition of Batik Paintings and Other Works” effectively 
inaugurated Batik Painting as a new art category. Frank Sullivan, Vice-President of the 
SAS applauded the show and valorised Chuah in the foreword to the catelogue: 
                                                 
16 Artists like Tchang Ju Chi and Cheong Soo Pieng established studios in 1929 and 1964 respectively. 
17 Before Chuah’s 1956 show, Patricia Lim staged an exhibition of his batik paintings at the Penang Library    
in 1955. 
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For centuries, the craft of making batik cloth has been known in 
Indonesia, Malaya and Thailand. No one ever thought of using the 
batik method as a techique in painting… For Singapore, the 
Society [SAS] is honoured to be able to introduce in a major way a 
new art and a new artist.18  
 
Frank Sullivan asked the following question, “Is there a Malayan School of 
Art?”19 He answered it by pointing to Batik Painting. According to Clark, neotraditional 
art, on the level of ideas, draws legitimacy from an intellectual space focused on 
nationalist ideologies, and the discourse on what constituted Malayan art provided this 
space, it was however, claimed and contested from different positions.20  
One group of claimants projected a vision of cultural fusion. Michael Sullivan’s 
concept of Batik Painting as a synthesis,21 “based on the best of Eastern and Western 
traditions… applied on art from that is unique and indigenous to this part of the world”, is 
a familiar argument made by proponents of the Malayan School of Art, as well as with 
regards to the Nanyang Style by Lim Hak Tai in 1955.22 Cultural synthesis, envisioned as 
a fusing of “Eastern traditions” (batik was conceived as an Eastern medium) with 
“Western traditions” (conceived as the easel painting tradition), was premised on a 
compromise by combining what was perceived as “best” from both traditions. Not 
surprisingly, proponents of Batik Painting like Wilfred Plumbe, the editor of the 
Singapore Artist published by the SAS and a librarian from the University of Malaya, 
Frank Sullivan, the vice-president of the SAS and a regular contributor to the Straits 
Times Annual, a magazine which promoted British interests. Wong Pui Huen who wrote 
                                                 
18 Frank Sullivan, “Foreword”, “An Exhibition of Batik Paintings and Other Works”, art catalogue of 
Chuah Thean Teng’s 1956 exhibition, unpaginated.  
19 Frank Sullivan, “Teng, Master of Batik”, art catalogue of Chuah Thean Teng’s exhibition at Yahong 
Gallery, unpaginated. 
20 Clark, Modern Asian Art, p. 74. 
21 Michael Sullivan, The Art and Artists of Twentieth-Century China (Berkeley, Calif.: University of 
California Press, 1996), p. 202. 
22 Author unknown, The 1957 Straits Times Annual, “The Batik Art of Teng”, p. 38. 
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for Pelita, another magazine that advanced British interests published by Esso Standard 
Eastern quarterly, and Michael Sullivan who was curator at the then University of 
Malaya, were the very same people who advocated for the creation of a Malayan School 
of Painting. Frank Sullivan, one of the most vocal advocates of such a direction, puts it 
best by claiming for “the unusual art of batik painting” as “one form of fine art uniquely 
Malayan in origin”.23 Ho Kok Hoe, then President of the SAS made the intentions of the 
SAS Annual Exhibitions clear when he noted, “the even more gratifying feature of the 
exhibition [the SAS Annual Open Exhibition] is the Malayan consciousness which shows 
through many of the paintings, especially the works of the younger artists”.24 The speed 
and ease by which batik painting became identified as manifesting what was “Malayan” 
can be attributed to the framing of art as a vital embodiment and symbol of well-springs 
of socio-political ideals that shaped Malayan nationalism in the late 1950s. Batik Painting 
became the ammunition for the proponents of the Malayan School of Painting, premised 
on what Harper argues was a narrow Anglophone bourgeois public, comprised of the 
English-educated urban middles class, had been searching for in the early stages of nation 
building. 25   Batik Painting was heralded as an example of a Malayan art form 
exemplifying Malayan culture and identity, notions that are rooted in ambitions for 
unifying the territories of Malaya, Singapore, Brunei, Sarawak and North Borneo, 
envisioned as a Greater Malaysia in the Grand Design.26  
Malayan nationalism as a spur in legitimising Batik Painting was extended to 
other institutions in the art world such as the art market. According to Plumbe, who 
                                                 
23 Sullivan, “Teng Master of Batik”, unpaginated. 
24 Ho Kok Hoe, “Foreword”, art catalogue of the 12th Open Exhibition of Works by Local Artists 1961, 
unpaginated.  
25 Harper, The End of Empire, p. 282. 
26 Ibid. 
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helped organised Chuah’s 1956 exhibition and was a proponent of Batik Painitng as a 
Malayan art form, sent Chuah a princely sum of $6,374 Straits dollars for works sold 
during the exhibition. $429 Straits Dollars was deducted as commission for the SAS.27 In 
the following year, Chuah made $6,000 Straits Dollars from the sales of his batik 
paintings in Kuala Lumpur.28 The marketing of Chuah’s pictures was intricately bound to 
the branding of him as an artist construed as inimitably “Malayan”.  
However, there were other claimants for the constituting of Malayan art who 
sprang from different positions. Dang Xiong for example, in an article published in the 
Nanyang Siang Pau on October 1957 wrote: 
Our “national portrait” is no longer a Chinese picture scroll, 
but rather a batik work of art. Our “national language” is no 
longer Mandarin, but Malay, the language spoken by Malays. 
Our “national products” are no longer manufactured in 
China, but Malayan products, like rubber and tin. In other 
words, we should place the term “national” before all other 
things that are representative of Malaya. The character for the 
“country” is not the “guo” in Zhong guo [China]; it is the 
Federation of Malaya.29 
 
It is significant to note Dang’s usage of the pronoun “Our”. In doing so, he advocates that 
the ethnic Chinese in Malaya and Singapore sever material, linguistic and cultural 
connections with China, and proclaim their proclaiming new political allegiances to 
Malaya. His embrace of batik as the “national art form” of the newly created Malaya in 
place of the Chinese picture scroll formats, was a projection of the Malayan ideal in terms 
of batik. However, unlike the proponents of the Malayan School of Painting who 
envisioned a fusion of cultures, which signalled ethnic roots. S. Rajaratnam, who was 
                                                 
27 Wilfred J. Plumbe, The Golden Pagoda Tree: Adventures in Southeast Asia (London: Grey Seal, 1990), 
p. 61. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Dang Xiong, “Woguo yu Zhongguo zhi bie” in Nanyang Siang Pau, 7/10/1957. 
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then Minister for Culture expanded the argument for a completely new Malayan culture 
when he said: 
Let me state here that almost all cultures now in 
Malaya are essentially communal in character, so 
that for most part, cultural revival has generally 
resulted in more emphasis on the communal 
elements within a culture… … But a communal 
culture, however Malayanised remains a communal 
culture. A Malayan culture, as I see it, must be 
national in scope. It should become the property not 
of one community but of all communities30   
 
Rajaratnam’s vision of a Malayan culture circumvented ethnicity. His projection 
of a Malayan culture was one free from ethnic biases and dispositions.31  
It is evident that notions of Malayan culture were hotly debated, discussed and 
variably envisioned. The discourses on batik can be viewed as unfolding in tandem with 
these forces. Almost thirty years later, with the aid of historical distance that Sabapathy 
cautioned against the uncritical, ideologically motivated elevation of Batik Painting as 
“materials and techniques do not possess aesthetic properties in themselves. In this 








                                                 
30 S. Rajaratnam, “Culture”, The Sunday Mail, 27/09/1959, p. 5. 
31 Rajaratnam, “Culture”, p. 5. 
32 Sabapathy, Modern Artists of Malaysia, p. 50. 
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4.2 Age of Manifestos: The Primacy of the Medium and Style 
In October 1963, the MAS organised its inaugural art exhibition featuring seven 
artists at the National Library.33 In the preface to the accompanying catalogue, it declared 
that: “Strictly speaking, Realism has passed its golden age; Impressionism has done its 
duty; Fauvism and Cubism are declining. Something new must turn up to succeed the 
unfinished task left by our predecessors… We do not mean to belittle the achievements of 
traditional art, but we certainly do not agree with those who stick to the old course”.34 
The MAS had, in a single breath, proclaimed the end of a successive styles of painting — 
Realism, Impressionism, Fauvism and Cubism — in the history of art, while advancing 
its claim to being the pre-eminent avant-garde by further declaring Abstraction as the 
“new” style of painting. In doing so, MAS effectively foregrounds the modern as the 
avant-garde, relegating the recent past into the dustbin of history. The two are constituted 
as binary opposites. All of these were extremely provocative, even combative. There is 
more. The exhibition was inflamed by an act of vandalism. Another artist, who was 
rejected by MAS on account of pursuing a practice deemed as outmoded, allegedly 
slashed one of Tay Chee Toh’s paintings in the inaugural MAS exhibition in 1963.35 The 
act of defacing Tay’s painting was a defiant gesture against MAS’s positionthe 
defacement of Tay’s painting was also an indication of tensions within the dominant 
mode of artistic practice here. 
                                                 
33 The seven artists were Johnda Goh, Tan Yee Hong, Ng Yat Chuan, Ho Ho Ying, Tay Chee Toh, Wee 
Beng Chong and Tong Siang Eng. The Modern Art Society Singapore (MASS) was formally established 
and registered on June 1964 after its inaugural exhibition in 1963. 
34 Ho Ho Ying, “Preface”, Modern Art, art catalogue of the inaugural 1963 Modern Art Society exhibition, 
inpaginated. 
35 Interview with Tay Chee Toh, 20/2/2006. See Ho Ho Ying, “Modern Art Society”, in Thang Kiang How 
et al., New Directions 1980-1987: Modern Paintings in Singapore, (Singapore: Horizon Pub., 1987), 
unpaginated for Ho’s documentation of how one painting (Tay Chee Toh’s painting) was slashed during the 
1963 Modern Art Society exhibition. According to Ho, one of the reasons why the inaugural exhibition was 
a success was the defacement of Tay’s painting, which elicited public sympathy.  
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I will now turn to the issuance of manifestos, propagating aesthetic and political 
ideologies in the 1950s and 1960s, as signalling structural changes here. What is the 
profile of an art manifesto? It is a rhetorical device, employed by art groups or 
collectives, usually associated with an avant-garde, posturing as militants, with the 
intention to shock, propagandise, revolutionise, and thus subvert the status quo defined 
by ideas, aesthetics, and systems, and theseby, attempting to secure some support from a 
potential public.36 Art manifestos are a perennial occurrence in the history of Western 
modernism. Art collectives such as the Futurists, Dadaists, Surrealists, Situationists, and 
the Fluxus issued manifestos declaring ideas and intentions. The well-springs for art 
manifestos are political manifestos.37  
Ethnic-based art societies and the SAS had not engendered or championed 
specific styles, artistic practices, or artistic ideologies. Their primary concern was the 
organisation, presentation and distribution of artworks (mainly paintings) through 
exhibitions. This was to change with the formation of a new type of art society that 
championed styles and mediums by adopting critical positions and, in doing so, excluded 
prevailing styles as passé. 
The first art society to declare its stand by issuing manifestos was the Singapore 
Chinese Middle Schools’ Graduates of 1953 Arts Association (or Yiyanhui for short). The 
Yiyanhui held a fund-raising in mid August of 1956 at the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce. In the foreword of its exhibition catalogue, the Society proclaims: “Art 
belongs to the people – it is the public, and should serve the public”, and “We are 
prepared to commit all our efforts to help Malaya gain her independence and her process 
                                                 
36 The art manifesto does not necessarily occur in a textual form. An argument can be made for art 
manifestos to exist in other sites of discourse such as artworks. 
37 For instance, Marinetti, one of the leading Futurists joined the Facists, and published political manifestos.  
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of nation-building”.38 In my view, this proclamation conforms to an art manifesto, in 
which the domains of art are held out as far-reaching. 
Lee Tian Meng’s “Three Reasons Against the Ideas of Pablo Picasso” published 
in the same 1956 exhibition catalogue, can be read as discourses that further the 
proclamation as a manifesto issued in the name of the Yiyanhui. Lee, in his essay claims: 
 The so-called Cubist art is actually a type, which denies the 
heritage of tradition, discards humanity and truth in art, and 
emphasises hypocrisy and anti-realism. Reason, progress, love for 
mankind, peace and harmony are forsaken and replaced by a 
decadent art which tries to propagandise bestiality, violence and 
anti-humanist ideas… As Malayan art workers, we should not only 
possess a keen eye for painting, but should at the same time have a 
sharp discretion for politics. Our criticisms should be 
unprecedented and closely committed to realism.39  
 
Lee situates his analysis in both stylistic and political terrains. Cubism was cast as anti-
humanistic, false and violent as opposed to the harmony and truth of realism. Artistic 
styles were proposed as indices of worldviews and Cubism denounced accordingly as 
exemplifying the “decadent culture” of the West that threatened the social and political 
fabric of Malaya.40 By demonising Cubism, Realism was held as the only “true”. Lee’s 
position clearly and unambiguously supports the Society’s professed manifesto. The 
Society dissolved after its art exhibition held on August 14, 1956. The reasons behind its 
dissolution are to be traced to the increasing pressure exerted by the British colonial 
government on organisations they deemed as threatening to their authority.41 Some of its 
                                                 
38 Author unknown, “Foreword”, art catalogue of the 1956 Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Graduates 
of 1953 Arts Association 1956, unpaginated.  
39 Lee Tian Meng, “Three Reasons Against the Ideas of Pablo Picasso”, quoted in Marco Hsu, A Brief 
History of Malayan Art, “Vibrant Artists C”, translated by Lai Chee Kien (Singapore: Millennium Books, 
1999), p. 101. 
40 Lee’s art manifesto should also be located within the anti-yellow movement that was a confluence of 
anti-colonial and anti-pornographic sentiments. 
41 A connection between the Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Graduates of 1953 Arts Association and 
the Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Student Union (SCMSSU) that was formed in 1954 is possible. 
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members subsequently formed a new art society in September the same year, namely the 
Equator Art Society. In propagating its stand, the Equator Art Society in turn declared its 
aim through manifestos propagating Realism, which in turn re-vitalised the ideologies of 
the Yiyanhui.42  
The MAS burst into the Singapore art world, anointing itself as the harbinger of 
the “new”. But what aesthetic ideal was the MAS championing as the “new”? The 
“Foreword” to the 1969 MAS exhibition explains: “the main concerns of modern artists 
are the beauty of form, harmony of rhythm and creativity”.43 Form was defined as “living 
lines, breathing strokes, unique structures, or moving colours”. “Beauty” could be 
attained by the arrangement and composition of the elements of form (space, rhythm, 
harmony, line and colours).44 While form was advanced as the MAS’s aesthetic ideal, 
“ideas are only of subsidiary importance”.45 Not only was form privileged over ideas, but 
“reality, alikeness, meaning, or the worldly view” were also secondary to it.46 In a bold 
statement, form was hoisted into assuming the pre-eminent criteria for art: “We [the 
MAS] appreciate them [an artwork] as long as they are composed and arranged 
artistically”.47 Form was also proposed as universal as its elements (colour, shape, and 
                                                                                                                                                 
The SCMSSU was forced to dissolve in 1956 by the British colonial government, the same year the 
Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ Graduates of 1953 Arts Association ceased to function. 
42 The Equator Art Society officially registered on June 22, 1956. Art related activities organized by the 
Equator Art Society included art classes that was divided into three levels - beginner, intermediate and 
advance, exhibitions for it’s members, art theoretical research, study seminars, and even had possibly over 
800 members at its height. Besides the fine arts wing of the art society, the literature, music and theatre 
wings were also active. However, the Equator Art Society de-registered on January 11, 1974 with 6 
exhibitions held at various locations such as the Victoria Memorial Hall, the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce and its premises at 56 Geylang Lorong 32, Singapore 14. 
43 Author unknown, “Foreword”, Modern Art, art catalogue of the 1969 Modern Art Society exhibition, 
unpaginated. 
44 Author unknown, “Foreword”, Modern Art, art catalogue of the 1971 Modern Art Society exhibition, 
unpaginated. 
45Author unknown, “Foreword”, Modern Art, 1969, unpaginated.  
46 Author unknown, “Foreword”, Modern Art, 1971, unpaginated. 
47 Ibid. 
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line) need not carry culturally specific meanings, relying instead on “instinctive 
impulses” and “subjective feeling” that were transcendent and subjective. 48  With its 
proclaimed universality, “Modern art is therefore an effective and essential means to 
promote better understanding amongst the various countries of the world”. 49  The 
posturing of art societies in propagating their aesthetic ideals through manifestos brought 
into relief rivalries that were anchored in the practice of painting, conceived as different 
styles. The issuing of manifestos was, in fact, a strategy by artists to secure positions 
different from others, based on distinct aesthetic ideals. Even as manifestos rung in the 
new ideals, there were still concerns with reception and patronage of a new art. As Ho Ho 
Ying (one of the founding members of the MAS) reveals, one of the aims of the inaugural 
MAS exhibition in 1963 was also to open up a new market for modern art in Singapore.50 
  Structural changes in the art world were not only fostered by the emergence of art 
societies that privileged particular medium and styles but also by the distribution of 
artworks. The mechanisms of the art market comprised of patronage through individual 
art collectors of whom Loke Wan Tho was prominent, art exhibitions organised by art 
societies and private art galleries such as the Myer Gallery (set up by Della Butcher in 
1969), which promoted artists representing various styles. The Alpha Gallery established 
in 1971 by Lim Chong Kiat, an architect, along with a group of artists, marked a 
significant shift in the make-up of the art market. Lim’s architectural ideas were derived 
from the Bauhaus School that emphasised the social aspects of design, function and pure 
                                                 
48 Ibid. 
49 Author unknown, “Foreword”, Modern Art, art catalogue of the 1965 Modern Art Society exhibition, 
unpaginated. 
50 Interview with Ho Ho Ying, 6/12/2005, video recording at the Singapore Art Museum. The seven 
founding members of the MAS were Ho Ho Ying, Ng Yat Chuan, Tan Yee Hong, Johnda Goh, Wee Beng 
Chong and Tay Chee Toh. 
 78
form. Lim was outspoken; he believed in the need of architects to verbalise their ideas. 
By 1971 when the Alpha Gallery was established, Lim was already a renowned architect 
who had won the competition to build the Trade Union House. He brought along with 
him thoughts on art and design that were circulating internationally. Foremost in these 
circulations was notions of abstraction in art and design as forming international 
universal languages. The aesthetic frame for the Alpha Gallery is derived from these 
forces. Hence, its support for artists with a universal form of expression is validated. Not 
surprisingly, this gallery was the first art gallery to support artists whose practices were 
based largely in varying modes of abstractions.51 The Alpha Gallery, under the auspices 
of Lim can be seen as “a haven for their modernist practices” and a market for their 
works.52 
Let us return to the MAS’s attempts to establish itself as the beacon of the 
“modern” and as the privileged site for “creativity” and the “new”, as opposed to 
“tradition” (and therefore uncreative, and un-innovative), did not go unchallenged. Artists 
who painted in the Realist style felt particularly threatened by it. Ho Ho Ying recalls how 
one of the former criticised the MAS artists as “unskilled and unlearned” during the 1963 
MAS exhibition.53 The MAS’s rejection of traditionalism was expressed in the 1970 
exhibition catalogue in the following terms: “The tradition of Chinese art is not ours, 
neither that of the Indian nor of the Western [as in ‘Western realist technique’]”.54 In 
doing so, it virtually hollowed out Singapore’s art world and cleared the ground and 
                                                 
51 Joanna Lee, “From Flat to Fold”, Anthony Poon, art catalogue of Anthony Poon’s exhibition, 
unpaginated. See also David Liew Yean Sin, Shifting Images: Women and Art in Singapore, honours thesis, 
National University of Singapore, 1994/1995, pp. 49-51. 
52 For an indication of a market for abstract artworks in the early 1970s, see “7 Sales ‘Proves’ Singapore’s 
Taste for the Abstract”, The Straits Times, 22/5/1972, p. 11.  
53 Interview with Ho Ho Ying, 6/12/2005, video recording at the Singapore Art Museum. 
54 Ibid.  
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represented it as a tabula rasa, to this end it declared: “in the field of fine art, we have to 
start all over again as we have inherited no traditions, witnessed no masters”.55 However, 
it was easier said than done as the ground was made up as a thick field. The Molan Art 
Association (MAA), established in 1967 by a group of NAFA graduates sought to 
“promote interest and study of Chinese painting, calligraphy and seal engraving” as one 
of its objectives. 56  Other art societies with aims to promote what the MAS would 
consider “traditional” art, including the Chinese Calligraphy Society (CCS) and the Siaw-
Tao Seal Carving, Calligraphy and Painting Society (STSCCPS) formed in 1968 and 
1970 respectively, challenged MAS’s manifestos.57  Despite MAS deploring “painting 
Singapore people with Western realistic techniques,” 58  the Singapore Watercolour 
Society (SWS), established in 1969, sought to promote the medium of watercolour and 
the “Members of the Society are inclined to paint with realism and local flavour”.59 
Although art societies like the SWS, STSCCPS, MAA and CCS, which did not issue 
provocative declarations in the mould of the MAS, their efforts to promote their 
respective mediums were not deflated or distracted. The plethora of art societies, each 
manifesting a preferal medium or style produced followers and adherents, along sectoral 
lines. Not withstanding rivalries, each upheld painting as the sovereign practice in the art 
world here. 
The artworld in the 1960s is charcterised by rival and competing claims. And the 
artworld was expanding. Between 1961 and 1970, 503 students graduated from NAFA 
                                                 
55 Ibid. 
56 The Molan Art Association 35th Anniversary 1967-2002, art catalogue, p. 10. 
57 Other art societies formed in the 1960s include the Southeast Asian Art Association (SEAAA) (1960). 
58 “Foreword”, Modern Art (catalogue of the 1970 exhibition of the Modern Art Society), Singapore, 1970. 
59 Gog Sing Hooi, Contemporary Watercolours of Singapore (Singapore: Singapore Watercolour Society, 
1984), art exhibition catalogue, p. 4. 
 80
compared to 227 graduates between 1950 and 1960.60 The 1960s witnessed more than a 
two-fold increase in the number of graduates. There were also graduates from the 
Singapore Academy of Arts established in 1957 by the China Society with Sunyee as its 
first principal. Between 1950 and 1960, approximately 55 continued to be active in the art 
world, either as full-time artists or as teachers, between 1961 and 1970, 77 were active.61 
The increase corresponded with the proliferation of art societies in the same period, 
suggesting that more artists were establishing and joining art societies in an expanding art 
world. 62  Artists returning from their education abroad also played crucial roles in 
transmitting ideas concerning current international styles, such as Op Art and Abstract 
Expressionism. Wee Beng Chong, Ng Yat Chuan and Yeo Hoe Koon graduated from the 
Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux Arts, while Anthony Poon and Thomas Yeo 
graduated from the Byam Shaw School of Art and the Chelsea School of Art respectively 
in London. It is probable that Wee Beng Chong and Ng Yat Chuan in particular, both of 
whom are founding members of the MAS, transmitted their ideas on the modern as an 
intuitive expression of form, rhythm and harmony from their education in France to 
artists in Singapore. This is, however, not to say that sources for ideas on modern art 
came only from abroad. Artists educated in Singapore, like Ho Ho Ying, were also 
instrumental in promoting the aesthetics of Abstraction.  
Even as the 1960s Singapore art world was a period of competing voices and 
manifesto-driven aesthetic battles, there was, nonetheless a diversity of styles that were 
essentially modalities of painting. Artists were no longer content to organise art activities 
                                                 
60 Figures taken from the Directory of NAFA Alumni (Singapore: NAFA, 1997). 
61 Directory of NAFA Alumni. 
62 Two art societies (Yiyanhui and the Equator Art Society) were formed in the 1950s, compared to six in 
the 1960s (SEAAA, SWS, STSCCPS, MAA, MAS and CCS). 
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to promote art in general as structural changes resulted in pressures for artists to identify 
their artistic practices with particular styles and/or medium. In this sense, it could be 
surmised that the Singapore art world in the 1960s was one where art and painting were 
primarily synonymous. This was to be challenged prominently by Cheo Chai Hiang’s 
work, titled a Singapore River in 1972.63     
 
4.3 Challenging the Primacy of Painting  
 
 Sabapathy frames the 1960s art world in Singapore in the following terms: “The 
production and reception of art were (and generally continue to be) chiefly rooted in the 
practice and aesthetics of painting”.64 The dominance of painting provides grounds for 
appraising the signification of Cheo’s Singapore River, and proposing contexts for it. The 
work consisted of a set of instructions to draw a square five feet in dimension, on a wall 
and floor. It was mailed to the MAS and was to set up for its 1972 exhibition. It is the 
first in the history of Singapore art in using Conceptualist strategies. It posed a challenge 
to painting and its dominant status. It is important to move on to examine how art 
discourses in the early 1970s, spring from Conceptual strategies, undermined and resisted 
the aesthetic forces of abstraction and naturalism, especially as these are represented in 
landscape painting. Landscape painting is particularised as Cheo’s Singapore River is 
unerringly aimed at the heartbeat of the painting of landscape in Singapore. 
                                                 
63 Although Cheo might not have been the first Singapore artist whose practice went beyond painting, he 
was the first artist to publicly challenge the dominance of painting in Singapore.    
64 T.K. Sabapathy, “Contexts and Issues”, in Cheo Chai-Hiang Thoughts and Processes, Rethinking the 
Singapore River (Singapore: Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts and the Singapore Art Museum, 2000), p. 23. 
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It is instructive to read the brief that Cheo sets out for himself as it provides 
insights into his thinking and his affiliation with Conceptualism. These are the highlights 
of his brief: 
1. Total rejection of formalism 
2. Strong emphasis on the personal and emotive 
3. Incorporation of objects not previously considered as art in the process of 
making 
 
4. Precedence of artistic process over finished work 
5. Use of simple materials and ordinary objects 
6. Emphasis on mutual interaction between materials and process 
7. Avoidance of reliance on visual experience as point of departure 
8. Audience participation in the process of artistic activities (besides 
artists)65 
Cheo’s Singapore River can be upheld as a critique of the unthinking depiction of the 
Singapore river as a pictorial topic and of the persistence with painting as an uncritical 
practice. Hence Singapore River is to consist of a set of instructions to feature 
“pictorially”, only a frame that is drawn not by the artist but by any hand. Cheo’s gesture 
draws attention to the importance he gives to creative thoughts and thinking over mere 
making. For Cheo, contemporary art presses new demands on artists to deal with the 
problems of painting as opposed to merely making painting.66 
Artistic production constitutes both practice and how the practitioners (artists) are 
produced themselves; to do this entails briefly examining Cheo’s art education. He began 
                                                 
65 Cheo, “New Art, New Concepts”, p. 115. 
66 Interview with Cheo Chai Hiang, 8/12/2006. 
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his practice in association with the MAS in the late 1960s.67 Participating in the Society’s 
exhibitions and adhering to the sovereign status of painting, producing abstract pictures 
with keen interests in the formalist aspects of space, tone, and composition.68 Cheo’s 
practice, however, was to take a dramatic turn when he enrolled at the Brighton 
Polytechnic’s Faculty of Art and Design in England where he was a student from 1972 to 
1975. 
Art education in Britain underwent a massive overhaul in 1960s under the 
direction of the National Advisory Council on Art Education, which led to the 
liberalisation of the art curriculum by allowing for the decentralisation of examinations, 
giving more autonomy for individual teachers to shape their courses. In 1970, the Second 
Coldstream Report redefined fine art in broader terms in response to contemporary art 
developments such as Conceptual Art, creating space for a more experimental approach 
beyond the previously rigid definition of fine art as mainly painting and sculpture.69  
Brighton Polytechnic, was one of the leading institutions calling for liberal changes to the 
teaching of art. Cheo benefited immensely from Brighton’s focus on research and the 
processes of creative thinking, rather than the mastery of technical ability, which 
persisted in Singapore. For instance, NAFA’s curriculum was adapted from art academies 
in China and Japan, which was in turn modelled after the Beaux-arts academy. It 
emphasised the acquisition of techniques derived from Western and Chinese pictorial 
                                                 
67 Cheo was also a student at Nanyang University and the Teacher’s Training College. 
68 Cheo held the position of secretary for the MAS in 1970.  
e 
69 Refer to the Report of a Joint Committee of the National Advisory Council on Art Education and the 
National Council for Diplomas in Art and Design, (1970) The Structure of Art and Design Education in th
Further Education Sector. 
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traditions.70 This was embodied in the curricula, whereby every NAFA student had to 
choose in the second year a specialisation in either Western or Chinese painting as the 
major s
ices and theories aligned with 
                                                
ubject (Appendix 4.2).71  
Artists in the 1970s continued to engage mainly in painting.72 Although other 
artistic practices such as sculpture and ceramics existed in Singapore, these were 
subsidiary to painting and await future research by scholars. The predilection for 
painting, was in part due to artists who modelled their practices on their teachers. In this 
regard, Long Thien Shih has observes: “most artists from Malaysia and Singapore 
remained within the shadows of their tutors, not venturing beyond the boundaries set by 
them”.73 Among the tutors there were Cheong Soo Pieng who taught Western painting, 
Georgette Chen and Tan Tee Chie who taught drawing; and Chen Chong Swee as well as 
Chen Wen Hsi, who both handled the Chinese painting classes. The “boundaries” set by 
these teachers were circumscribed largely by the aesthetics and practice of painting. In 
these circumstances, Cheo’s immersion in pract
Conceptualism, not surprisingly challenged painting.  
  Ho Ho Ying’s critique of the Singapore River in a letter addressed to Cheo, who 
was in England at that time, offers insights into the reception of the work.  In the letter, 
Ho, then President of the MAS argued, “the way the two rectangular frames are 
connected is unconvincing. Viewers will not get any satisfaction even if they look at it for 
 
ning in watercolour, drawing, oils and gouache. The Singapore Academy of Arts, 
g 
he 1960s and 1970s continued despite art 
ics and 
 Influence”, p. 31. 
70 Chinese painting techniques refer to Chinese ink and brush as well as seal carving. Western painting 
techniques include trai
established in 1957 with the support of the China Society also adopted the Beaux-arts curricula.   
71 NAFA offered a three-year course. Students are expected to major in either Chinese or Western paintin
by the second year.  
72 The dominance of painting in the Singapore art world in t
movements like Pop Art, Assemblage, Process Art, Earth Art and so on that challenge the aesthet
practices of painting. 





were av thus revealing the primacy of painting in the Singapore art world.   
   
                                                
the whole day”.74 By judging the Singapore River in terms of how the two geometrical 
parts of the work intersected, Ho was employing formal analysis as the interpretative 
code, to elicit aesthetic properties or values on behalf of the viewer; yet 
o alist values was precisely what the Singapore River set out to do!  
 The inability of the audience to understand Cheo’s Singapore River was another 
reason for Ho’s objection to exhibit the work. For Ho, “The work is meant to be looked 
in public and scrutinised by the viewer. If the artist shows his work in public, he has to 
take the response of the viewer into account”. 75  By this, Ho was suggesting that 
audiences would not be able to understand Cheo’s Singapore River because only 
interpretative codes that were rooted in painting as “true” and aesthetically appropriate 
ailable to them, 
 
74 Ho Ho Ying, “Besides Being New, Art Should Possess Intrinsic Qualities in Order to Strike a 
Sympathetic Chord in the Viewers’ Hearts”, in Ho Ho Ying, Collection of Writings on Art (Singapore: the 
Singapore Art Museum, 1999), p. 83.  
75 Ho, “Besides Being New”, p. 83. 
Conclusion 
 
 Sabapathy, in his commentary on the rejection of Cheo’s Singapore River, states: 
“The reception of Singapore River in 1972 signalled the operations of a closed artistic 
system; Cheo’s writing in the early years of his residence in England was intended to 
counter this system”.1 The “operations of a closed artistic system” may be seen as 
describing “the art world in Singapore, a world circumscribed by painting in which the 
Singapore River is inscribed as the presiding icon”.2 Cheo intentionally singled the 
Singapore River as a topic, a ubiquitous topic for painters to provoke and question 
prevailing modes of practices and their aesthetics circumscribed by painting. In 
concluding this account of how the institutional structure of the art world developed, I 
wish to return to the question of how this “closed artistic system” came about.    
 The SCA was not the first art society to hold art exhibitions that featured almost 
entirely paintings. Although the SCA was not the first to convene an art exhibition as 
such here, it was the first Society which set out a platform duplicating the Paris Salon in 
Singapore. The Salon was the place for an artist to win fame, commissions and prizes. 
Artists were awarded prizes based on a jury that tended to support the academic tradition 
of painting. The SCA aspired to hold annual exhibitions, akin to those of the Salon to 
further its aims for promoting art (mainly painting) in Singapore. It was not alone in this 
regard. Painting and its supporting aesthetics and practices was institutionalised by 
NAFA. Painting, in effect, became synonymous with the art world.   
Some artists, who were both painters and writers, mediated between the art world 
and the sphere of (Chinese) literature. The outcome of their interaction was the 
                                                 
1 Sabapahty, “Contexts and Issues”, p. 31. 
2 T.K. Sabapathy, “Paradigm Shifts and Histories of Art” in Selves: the State of the Arts in Singapore, ed. 
Kwok Kian Woon, Aruin Mahizhnan & T. Sasitharan, (Singapore: National Arts Council, 2002), p. 79. 
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translation of “Nanyang colour”, a literary concept, into pictorial form, the Nanyang 
Style, which were mostly widely expressed in painting.  
During the post-war years, discourses on Nanyang Art and the Malayan School of 
Art continued to be circumscribed by painting. The incorporation of Batik Painting as a 
category of fine art by the proponents of the Malayan School of Art in the 1950s further 
underlined the art world in Singapore as a world for painting. The “elevation” of batik 
from craft to fine art was achieved by projecting the formal values (composition, line and 
colour), subject matter (townscapes and kampung scenes), and genres (landscapes and 
portraits) of painting onto the medium of batik. The creation of such a new category of 
art, was in part due to the capacity and persuasion of transferring the values of the 
practices and aesthetics of painting onto batik. 
    The 1950s and 1960s was a period when manifesto-driven art societies (MAS 
and Yiyanhui) adopted the critical postures against what they perceived as prevailing and 
outmoded aesthetic ideals and ideologies. Artists from the Yiyanhui proclaimed Realism 
as the only “true” art as opposed to Cubism and Abstraction. On the opposing end, the 
MAS issued manifestos that sounded the death knell of Realism. Artists, bent on 
defending their individual practices, formed societies based on medium and style. Chen 
Chong Swee, for instance, declared his position by denouncing the following: “the works 
of the so-called expressionists, being incomprehensible, are treated as merely decorative 
art”.3 Chen was defending Realism as it was pursued by watercolourists from the SWS, 
who were renowned for a style of Realism, by frequently featuring  the Singapore River 
as a subject.  
                                                 
3 Chen Chong Swee, Four Person Art Exhibition, art catalogue of exhibition by Seow Cheong Choon et al., 
(Singapore: The Society of Chinese Artists, 1960), unpaginated. 
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 However, proponents of Realism, Abstraction or even Chinese Ink Painting 
shared one aspect — all were styles or categories of art that were modalities of painting. 
Painting circumscribed the boundaries of the Singapore art world in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Cheo’s sudmission marked a challenge to that world, bringing into relief the entrenched 
prominence of painting. In contrast, to Batik Painting, which was admitted on the 
aesthetic premises of painting, Cheo’s Singapore River, was rejected for breaching the 
parameters of painting and for signalling criteria that were radically different in the art 
world here.  
 Cheo’s proposal, which hinted at collaborative aspects of art making, and an 
emphasis on thought processes as opposed to art as a final and finished product, was seen 
as undermining an art world circumscribed by painting. However, Cheo’s gesture was at 
that time a singular effort. However, in the 1907s, besides Cheo, there emerged 
provocations by artists seeking to bypass and interrogate prevailing practices, and widen 
the scope of art here, beyond the pale of painting. These were sporadic. As for Cheo, he 
maintained a tenuous relationship with the Singapore art world from England, by 
continuing to write on the need for artists to break out of the confines of painting to 
experiment with new media.4 The significance of Cheo’s interventions in the Singapore 
art world would only be appreciated critically in the 1980s, when new modes of artistic 
practices and creative processes (i.e. Performance and Installation Art) began to surface. 
It was only then that these new ways of thinking and producing art arose as serious 




4 Cheo continued to write about ideas on art derived from Conceptual Art in articles published in 
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Appendix 1.1 
Names of Artists in Dialect and Hanyupinyin 
 
Artists’ Names in 
Dialect 
Artists’ Names in 
Hanyupinyin 
Artists’ Names in 
Chinese 
Chen Chong Swee Chen Zhongrui 陈宗瑞 
Unknown Chen Puzhi 陈溥之 
Chen Wen Hsi Chen Wenxi 陈文希 
Cheo Chai Hiang Jiang Caixiong 蒋才雄 
Cheong Soo Pieng Zhong Sibin 钟泗滨 
Chua Mia Tee Cai Mingzhi 蔡名智 
Chuang U-Chow Unknown 庄有钊 
Chuah Thean Teng Cai Tianding 蔡天定 
Chung Cheng Sun Zhong Zhengshan 钟正山 
Dai Yinlang Unknown 戴隐郎 
Unknown Gao Peize 高沛泽 
Unknown Gao Zhensheng 高振声 
Georgette Chen Chen Liying 张荔英 
Ho Ho Ying He Heyin 何和应 
Ho Kok Hoe He Guohao 何国豪 
Unknown Huang Baofang 黄葆芳 
Lai Foong Moi Lai Fongmei 赖风美 
Lim Hak Tai Lin Xueda 林学大 
Lim Yew Kuan Lin Youquan 林友权 
Unknown Liu Haisu 刘海粟 
Ng Yat Chuan Huang Yiquan 黄弈全 
Unknown Lai Wenchie 赖文基 
Seah Kim Joo Unknown 佘金裕 
See Hiang Tuo Shi Xiangtuo 施香沱 
Sun Yee Shen Yan 沈雁 
Liu Kang Liu Kang 刘抗 
Tan Tee Chie Chen Shiji 陈世集 
Tay Chee Toh Zheng Zhidao 郑志道 
Tchang Ju Chi Zhang Ruqi 张汝器 
Thomas Yeo Yao Zhaohong 姚照宏 
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Wee Beng Chong Huang Mingzong 黄明宗 
Unknown Xu Beihong 徐悲鸿 
Yeo Hoe Koon Yang Kejun 杨可均 
Yong Mun Sen Yang Shanshen 杨曼生 












































Table for artists (China) who went abroad and returned as art educators 
 Artists who went abroad and 
returned as art educators in China 
The art academy these artists taught 
1. Gao Jianfu (studied in Japan in 1906 
and 1907) 
Founded the Chuanshuai Huayuan Art Academy in 1916 
2. Li Shutong (studied at Shangye Art 
and Music School, Tokyo in 1905) 
Tianjin's Beiyang Advanced Industry School (1910),  
Zhejiang Secondary Normal School (1912), and  Nanjing 
Advanced Normal School (1915) (renamed in 1949 to 
Nanjing University). 
3. Lin Fengmian (Studied in France, 
1919) 
National Hangzhou Arts Academy in 1928 
4. Liu Haisu (studied in France, 1929-
1931) 
Founded the Shanghai College of Fine Arts in1912 
5. Xu Beihong (studied at the Ecole 
Nationale Superieure des Beaux Arts 
in 1919, Paris) 
Taught at the Fine Arts Department of Central University in 
Nanjing (1927), Beiping Academy of Fine Arts (1928), and 
the Central Academy of Fine Arts (1949) 
6. Zhou Qinding (went to Japan in 
1926, and Paris at  National Senior 
Fine Art School in 1931) 
















































Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts Curriculum 
 
NAFA Curriculum Year One 
Semester One 
• Western Painting 




• Colour Theor 
• Introduction to Art 
• Special Lecture 
 
Semester 2 
• Major Subject (Western Painting or Chinese Painting or Sculpture) 
• Drawing 
• Visual Studies 
• Anatomy 
• Art History 
• History of Chiense Art 
• Aesthetics 
 
NAFA Curriculum Year Two 
Semester Three 
• Major Subject (Western Painting or Chinese Painting or Sculpture) 
• Drawing 
• Creative Studies 
• Art History 
• History of Chiense Art 
• Minor Subjects 
 
Semester Four 
• Major Subject (Western Painting or Chinese Painting or Sculpture) 
• Drawing 
• Creative Studies 
• Chinese Calligraphy & Seal Carving 
• Aesthetics 
• Psychology 
• Minor Subjects 
• Electives 
NAFA Curriculum Year Three 
Semester Five 
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• Major Subject (Western Painting or Chinese Painting or Sculpture) 
• Drawing 
• Creative Studies 
• Chinese Calligraphy & Seal Carving 
• Chinese Literature 
• Graduation Seminar 
• Minor Subjects 
 
Semester Six 
• Major Subject (Western Painting or Chinese Painting or Sculpture) 
• Drawing 
• Creative Studies 







Number of Art Academies in Singapore and Malaya/Malaysia from 1900-1965 
 
Art Academy Years in Existence Location 
Overseas Chinese Art Academy 1922-1924 Singapore 
Rose Academy of Art 1929 - unknown Singapore 
Nanxing Academy of Art 1931 to unknown Singapore 
Bailu Academt of Art 1937 – 1938 Singapore 
Xinan Academy of Art 1937 – 1938 Singapore 
Mengya Sheng Geng Academy of Art 1937 – 1938 Singapore 
Xihu Academy of Art 1938 to 1941 Singapore 
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 1938 – Today Singapore 
Singapore Academy of Arts 1957 - 1985 Singapore 
 
Note: Figures obtained from Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 (Kuala 


























Number of Art Societies formed in Singapore and Malaya (1900-1965) 
 
Singapore 
Name of Art Society 
Xin Zhou Art Society 
Nan Xin Art Society 
Youth Encouragement Society 
The Society of Chinese Artists 
Singapore Commercial Art Society 
Singapore Art Society 
China Society 
Equator Art Society 
Singapore Modern Art Society 
 
Singapore Chinese Middle Schools’ 
Graduates of 1953 Arts Association 
Total in Singapore 9 
 
Malaya 
Penang Impressionist Group 
Penang Chinese Art Society (Ying Ying 
Art Club) 
Penang Photographer’s Association 
Penang Art Society 
Penang (Total 6) 
Penang Teachers’ Art Circle 
United Artists Malaysia 
Federation Arts Council of Malaya 
Wednesday Art Group 
Selangor Art Society 
Kuala Lumpur (Total 5) 
Angkatan Pelukis Semenanjung 
Ipoh Nanyang Yi Shu Yan Jiu She 
Sarawak Sarawak Fine Arts Society 
Muar Muar Art Society 
Negeri Sembilan Seremban Teachers’ Art Society 
 Seremban Art Society 












Number of Arts teachers in Chinese Schools in Singapore and Malaya (1900-1965) 
 
Singapore 
 School No. of teachers 
 Duan Meng Xue Xiao 9 
 Zhong Zheng Zhong Xue 8 
 Yang Zheng Xue Xiao 4 
 Hua Qiao Zhong Xue 11 
 Min Zhong Xue Xiao 1 
 Nanyang Nu Xue 3 
 De Ming Zhong Xue 1 
 Qi Fa Xue Xiao 1 
 De Xing Zhong Xue 1 
 Nanyang Nu Zi Ti Yu Xue Xiao 1 
 Gong Shang Xue Xiao 1 
 Hua Qiao Xiao Xue 1 
 Yu Ying Xue Xiao 1 
 Guang Yang Zhong Xue 1 
 Dao Nan Xue Xiao 1 
Total 45 
Malaya 
Kun Chen Nu Zhong 5 
Zun Kong Zhong Xue 5 
Xun Ren Zhong Xue 2 
Kuala Lumpur 
Ji Long Bo Zhong Hua Zhong Xue 2 
Malacca Ma Liu Jia Pei Feng Zhong Xue 5 
Johor Ma Bo Zhong Hua Zhong Xue 8 
 Kuan Rou Zhong Xue 1 
Selangor Ba Sheng Bin Hua Zhong Xue 1 
 Ba Sheng Xin Hua Zhong Xue 1 
Negeri Sembilan Fu Rong Zhong Hua Zhong Xue 3 
Han Jiang Zhong Xue 3 
Bin Hua Zhong Xue 2 
Bin Cheng Yin Hua Xue Xiao 1 
Bin Cheng Li Ze Xue Xiao 1 
Bin Cheng San Min Xue Xiao 1 
Penang 
Zhong Ling Zhong Xue 1 
Perak Yi Bao Pei Nan 1 
 Yi Bao Zhong Shan Hua Xiao 1 
Pahang Xin Gu Mao Ming Xin Xue Xiao 1 
Kedah Ya Luo Shi Da Xin Min Zhong Xue 1 





Visiting Artists from China giving talks in Singapore, Penang and Kuala Lumpur 
(1938-1941) 
 
Speaker Date Location of talk given 
26/10/1929 Singapore 
30/10/1929 Singapore 
He Xiang Yi 
1/11/1929 Singapore 
Wang Ji Yuan 5/04/1938 Singapore 
Zhang Dan Nong 10/1938 Singapore 
Weng Zhan Qiu 28/01/1939 Singapore 
 20/03/1939 Singapore 
3/01/1939 Kuala Lumpur 









13/02/1941 Kuala Lumpur 
15/02/1941 Kuala Lumpur 
25/02/1941 Kuala Lumpur 
1/04/1941 Penang 
3/06/1941 Simgapore 
Xu Bei Hong 
8/09/1941 Singapore 










Number of talks given in Singapore and Malaya  
 
Singapore 23 














1940 11 2 0 0 
1941 4 0 2 2 
1946 1 0 2 0 
1948 0 0 2 0 
1949 9 0 3 0 
1950 4 1 7 0 
1951 5 0 5 0 
1952 15 0 4 0 
1953 13 0 2 0 
1954 23 0 4 0 
1955 21 0 2 0 
1956 13 0 4 0 
1957 12 2 4 0 
1958 13 9 3 0 
1959 17 2 6 0 
1960 19 14 2 0 
 
 
Note:  Western art includes Western art research and painting. 
Figures obtained from the Directory of NAFA Alumni (Singapore: Nanyang 




























Pastel/Charcoal Woodcut/Cartoons Sculpture 
1938 230 33 112 82 0 0 3 
1940 207 50 104 50 2 0 0 
Shows the breakdown in terms of medium of works shown in the SCA Annual Art exhibitions from 1938 and 1940 
 
 
Total Number of works: 437 
Total Chinese Ink Paintings: 83  
Total Oil Paintings and Watercolour Paintings: 348 
 
Note:   NA denotes unknown. 
Figures taken from Yeo Mang Thong, Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore: 




Shows the academic qualifications of NAFA teachers from 1938-41. 
 
Name of NAFA Teachers Academic Qualifications 
Lin Xueda (Lim Hak Tai) Teacher at Xiamen Art Academy 
Zhong Mingshi Fujian Higher Teacher’s Training Art 
Academy  
Gao Peize Received his art education in France 
Zhong Baimu Nanjing Central Art Academy 
Li Kuishi Shanghai Art Academy 
Chen Puzhi Shanghai Art Academy 
Huang Paofang Shanghai Art Academy 
Shi Yuyi National Music Academy 
Wu Dexian Beijing National University 
Zhengnong Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 
Shi Xiangtuo Unknown 
Si Tuhuai Received his art education in France 
Zhang Ruqi (Tchang Ju Chi) Received his art education in France 
Wu Zaiyan Shanghai Art Academy 
Li Dabai Shanghai Art Academy 
Xu Junlian Shanghai Art Academy 
 
 
Note: Information obtained from Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 

















Shows the names of NAFA staff who were also members of the SCA (1938-41) 
 
Name of NAFA Teacher SCA Member 
Lin Xueda SCA Member, Vice President, 1939/40 
Gao Peize SCA Member 
Zhong Mingshi SCA Member 
Huang Paofang SCA Member 
Chen Fuzhi SCA Member 
Zhong Baimu SCA Member 
Lu Heng SCA Member 
Li Kuishi SCA Member 
Chen Puzhi SCA Member 
Zhang Ruqi President, 1941 
 
 
Note: Information obtained from Yeo Mang Thong, Essays on the History of Pre-War 































Pastel/Charcoal Woodcut/Cartoons Sculpture 
1936 165 5 85 62 0 11 0 
1937 147 NA 13 13 NA 13 1 
1938 230 33 112 82 0 0 3 
1939 200 NA NA NA NA NA NA 
1940 207 50 104 50 2 0 0 
Shows the breakdown in terms of medium of works shown in the SCA Annual Art exhibitions from 1936-40 
 
 
Note:   NA denotes unknown. 
Figures taken from Yeo Mang Thong, Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore: 




Shows statistics from fund-raising exhibitions for China from 1937-1941  
 
 Artist/Exhibition Organizer Location Duration Amount 
Raised 
1. Save the Motherland’s 
War Refugees Exhibition 











3. Malayan Chinese Cartoon 
Exhibition 














































































Note:  Table obtained from Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 (Kuala 
Lumpur: Chung Chen Sun Art & Design Group Sdn. Bhd., 1999), 46. 
NA denotes amount unknown 







Shows breakdown in genre and medium of works published in the 1939 and 1940 























8 0 10 13 3 0 0 
 
Note: Figures obtained from works published in the catalogue. Although the total number 
of works exhibited for both years is known, the exact breakdown in terms of genre is not 
available. 
The only oil painting in the genre of history painting is concerned with the Sino-Japanese 
War. Of the three woodcuts, one by Nie Wenchie titled Glorious Remains refers to the 
Sino-Japanese War while the other two woodcuts by Chen Puzhi and Dai Yinlang 


























Artists from China who gave talks in Singapore (1937-1941) 
 
Art Academy Period of Existence Location 
Bailu Art Acadmy 1937 - 1938 Singapore 
Angel Art Academy 1938 – before 1941 Singapore 
Xinan Art Academy 1937 - 1938 Singapore 
Mengya Sigen Art Academy 1937 – 1938 Singapore 
Xihu Art Academy 1938 – 1941 Singapore 




Artist Date Organiser Location 
Wang Jiyuan 4.5.1938 Society of Chinese Artists Da Tian Hotel 
Zhang Danyi 10. 1938 Singapore Rediffusion Da Tian Hotel 
Wong Zhanqiu 1.28.1939 Chung Cheng High Da Tian Hotel 
 3.20.1939 Chongfu Girl’s School Da Tian Hotel 
Xu Qian 3.1.1939 Singapore Rediffusion Da Tian Hotel 
Xu Beihong 2.11.1939 Society of Chinese Artists Youth Encouragement 
Society 
 13.2.1939 Chung Cheng High Youth Encouragement 
Society 
 3.29.1939 Qingfang Girl’s School Victoria Memorial Hall 
 8.19.1939 Yuying Alumni Victoria Memorial Hall 
 23.12.1940 NAFA Victoria Memorial Hall 
 3.6.1941 Youth Encouragement 
Society 
Victoria Memorial Hall 
 8.9.1941 Singapore Rediffusion Victoria Memorial Hall 
Yu Shihai 10.1939 Singapore Television Victoria Memorial Hall 
Liu Haisu 18.1.1941 Society of Chinese Artists Victoria Memorial Hall 
 1.2.1941 NAFA Victoria Memorial Hall 
 3.12.1941 Singapore Rediffusion Victoria Memorial Hall 
 29.3.1941 Youth Encouragement 
Society 
Victoria Memorial Hall 













Listing of art academies that were established but quickly closed from the start of the  
Sino-Japanese War to the Japanese Occupation of Singapore (1937 – 1941). 
 
Art Academy Period of Existence Location 
Bailu Art Acadmy 1937 - 1938 Singapore 
Angel Art Academy 1938 – before 1941 Singapore 
Xinan Art Academy 1937 - 1938 Singapore 
Mengya Sigen Art Academy 1937 – 1938 Singapore 
Xihu Art Academy 1938 – 1941 Singapore 





Note: Figures obtained from Zhong Yu, Malaiya Huaren Meishulishi 1900-1965 











































YMCA SCA PPMM IFAS 
1950 4 2 0 0 0 
1951 7 1 1 1 0 
1952 8 1 1 0 0 
1953 8 0 2 1 0 
1954 5 0 4 0 0 
1955 14 0 3 0 0 
1956 4 0 2 0 0 
1957 2 0 4 0 0 
1958 12 0 4 0 0 
 
Note: Figures for exhibitions include group and solo exhibitions. 
Figures obtained from The Colony of Singapore Annual Report from 1950 to 1958, The 
“History of the Singapore Art Society” in Singapore Artists’ Directory 1949-2004 
(Singapore: The Singapore Art Society, 2004), pp. 20-23.; “The Society of Chinese 
Artists: Important Event/Minutes of Meetings” in New Era New Directions: The Society 




























Seah Kim Joo, Twilight, 1972, batik, dimensions unknown
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Figure 2.1                                                                                         Figure 2.2 
 
                                               
              
Tchang Ju Chi, Mile and Jena, 1939,                                                                 U-Chow, Malay Girls, 1939, watercolor, 















































Chuah Thean Teng, Hush-A-Bye, Baby,  







Chuah Thean Teng, Sorting Fish, 







Chuah Thean Teng, Sultan Mosque, Singapore, 







Chuah Thean Teng, Feeding Chickens,  
undated, batik, dimensions unknown, Collection of Museums, Centre for the Arts. 
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Biographies of Artists Interviewed 
 
Cheo Chai Hiang, is an artist and art critic currently based in Singapore. Cheo spent the 
last many years developing his artistic practices in the United Kingdom and later 
Australia. He was a senior lecturer of Fine Art at the University of Sydney in Australia. 
When he held the position oas Coordinator of Creative Strategy at the School of 
Contemporary Arts in Sydney, he held concurrent positions as the curator pf the 
university gallery (University of Sydney).  
 
Chuah Thean Teng, was born on 1914 in Fukien, China. Chuah received his art 
education at the Amoy Art Academy (he did not complete his education due to ill health), 
before moving to Malaya in 1932. In 1945, a batik factory he ran closed due to 
difficulties. Chuah started to experiment with the excess materials used to make batik, 
and achieved a break-through when Patricia Lim, a librarian, helped Chuah hold his first 
exhibition of Batik Paintings at the Penang Library in 1955. His second exhibition was 
held organised by the SAS in Singapore in 1956 to great success. Chuah has exhibitions 
in England, Ireland, USA, Holland, New Zealand, Australia, Japan, Switzerland, Taiwan 
and Canada. His painting, Two of a Kind, was selected by UNICEF for its greeting cards. 
He currently resides in Penang. 
 
Ho Kok Hoe, born in 1922 is a prominent architect and an artist. He apprenticed for his 
father, Ho Kwong Yew (1903-1939), who was a practicing architect. After the Japanese 
Occupation in 1945, Ho furthered his studies in architecture at the Sydney Technical 
College (now re-named the University of Technology Sydney). While pursuing his 
studies in Sydney, he submitted two Chinese ink and brush paintings, which were both 
accepted and exhibited at the national gallery of the New South Wales. In 1955, he 
organised an exhibition for Singapore artists at the Imperial Institute. The exhibition 
proved to be a great success with art critics and was widely covered by the London press, 
and gave Singapore artists more exposure beyond Singapore and Malaya. Besides his 
contributions as the President of the Singapore Art Society, he has also designed many 
important building such as the Muzium Negara in Kuala Lumpur.  
 
Tay Chee Toh, was born in 1941, Johore. He settled in Singapore in 1958 and studied at 
NAFA. Tay held numerous solo shows at the British Council (1967) and the Alpha 
Gallery (1972 and 1973). His batik paintings were selected by UNICEF to be made into 
greeting cards. Tay was awarded the Singapore Cultural Medallion in 1985.   
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